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Editor’s Introduction 
 
THIS issue marks a transition for the Journal of 
Hindu-Christian Studies. After many years of 
service, Katherine C. Zubko will be retiring 
from being the Journal’s book review editor. 
Her untiring service, professional expertise 
and caring hand will be sorely missed by the 
Journal’s editorial board, the Society for 
Hindu-Christian Studies and the readers of 
this Journal. We are very grateful for 
Katherine’s steady and invaluable 
contribution to this Journal. 
The JHCS welcomes its new book review 
editor, Daniel J. Soars. Daniel completed his 
PhD in Comparative Theology at the 
University of Cambridge in 2019. His thesis, 
entitled “Beyond the Dualism of Creature and 
Creator,” is a Hindu-Christian comparative 
enquiry into the distinctive relation between 
the world and God, with a particular focus on 
the work of Sara Grant and the earlier Calcutta 
School and their attempts to bring Thomism 
into conversation with Advaita Vedānta. Soars 
teaches at the Divinity Department at Eton 
College. 
Three articles presented in this volume 
are expansions of the papers delivered at a 
panel at the annual meeting of the Society for 
Hindu-Christian Studies in November of 2018. 
The main purpose of that panel was to discuss 
the appearance of a new book To Be Cared For: 
The Power of Conversion and Foreignness of 
Belonging in an Indian Slum (University of 
California Press, 2016) by Nathaniel Roberts. 
The book has been well received in scholarly 
circles and it was the cause of a lively 
discussion at our own meeting. 
In the first paper, Eliza Kent focuses on 
Roberts’ argument that the religiosity of 
urban Tamil Dalits, or “slum religion,” 
transcends Hindu or Christian 
affiliation.  Roberts’ ethnography challenges 
the dominant discourse surrounding 
Pentecostal Christianity which asserts that 
conversion is inevitably divisive, splitting 
families and communities and even 
individuals in harmful ways that justify its 
tight legal regulation.  To the contrary, 
Roberts’ fieldwork reveals how the deeply 
pragmatic nature of Dalit religion allows for 
significant individual variation and dynamism 
without inordinate contentiousness.  
The second paper, by Sarbeswar Sahoo, 
examines Roberts’ contribution to the 
anthropology of Christianity in India. Roberts’ 
book has four aspects: first, it provides a 
nuanced contextual understanding of the 
pluralities of Indian Christianities; second, it 
questions the hierarchy of the religious world 
and how materiality or worldly benefits 
occupy a central role in the life-world of 
believers; third, it discusses pastoral 
innovation and shows how Pentecostal 
pastors innovate new ways of interpreting 
doctrines to address the everyday social 
problems of believers, and also how pastoral 
innovation needs to be understood in the 
context of pastoral competition and rivalry; 
and finally, it discusses a notion of belonging 
that goes beyond territoriality and religious 
affiliation and shows how relationality, shared 
values, and real/imagined connections are 
essential to belonging. In light of these four 
aspects, Sahoo argues that by discussing the 
moral problems and cultural contradictions 
that surround the everyday life and world of 
low caste Dalit Pentecostals in a slum in 
Chennai, Roberts provides a rich ethnography 
of caste, Christianity and care in India. 
In the third paper, Nathaniel Roberts 
responds to Sarbeshwar Sahoo, and Eliza Kent. 
He attempts to address some of the questions, 
challenges and insights they have put forth in 
3
Staff: Volume 32, Full Contents
Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2019
2 Gopal Gupta 
their comments on To Be Cared For. He focuses 
on their methodological questions and how he 
justifies his own epistemological stance in 
relation to those he studies and challenges in 
his book. He does so by highlighting a basic 
distinction between ethnographic studies, 
which take religion itself as object of 
investigation, and an anthropological study, in 
which religion is approached as an aspect of 
social reality.  
The fourth paper, by Nadya Pohran, draws 
us from anthropology back to ethnography 
and literary analysis. Bhakti (loving devotion) 
centred on and directed to Jesus Christ—what 
Pohran calls "Christ-centred bhakti"—is an 
increasingly popular religious practice in 
India and elsewhere. Her paper seeks to 
explore the roots of some contemporary 
spiritual bhakti poetry in India, and how 
Christ-centred bhakti can be situated within 
bhakti’s broader historical contexts and 
literary expressions. Pohran highlights some 
of the expressions of Christ-centred bhakti by 
focusing specifically on one bhajan, ‘Man 
Mera,’ and reading it alongside bhajans by the 
16th-century Rajasthani poet-saint Mirabai. 
She focuses on Christ-centred bhakti 
documents and demonstrates some of the 
ways in which bhakti is being practiced with 
Christian idioms and in Christian contexts. 
And, significantly, her paper illuminates 
various ways that some Christians grapple 
with their faith in Jesus and embrace an 
existential uncertainty regarding their sense 
of God. 
In the fifth paper, Andrew Unsworth 
provides a historical and textual analysis of 
the document ‘Ad Extremas’, an encyclical 
epistle issued by Pope Leo XIII, that gives rare 
insights into the official opinion of the 
Catholic Church regarding India’s indigenous 
religious traditions at the close of the 
nineteenth century. This essay offers a critical 
assessment of its contents and a better 
appreciation of the ecclesial transition that 
occurred between the pontificate of Leo XIII 
and the promulgation of those texts of the 
Second Vatican Council that referred to 
Hinduism. 
In the sixth paper, “On Śrīla Prabhupāda’s 
insistence that “‘Christ’ came from ‘Krishna,’” 
Ronald Huggins examines ISKCON founder A. 
C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupāda’s claim 
that the name Christ was derived from 
Krishna. Prabhupāda frequently appealed to 
this derivation as a way of encouraging his 
largely Western Christian audience to 
participate in the Vaishnava practice of 
kirtana. Huggins article explores (1) the place 
this etymological claim played in 
Prabhupāda’s thinking and missionary 
strategy, (2) how he came to defend it, and (3) 
how his defence fits into the ongoing 
East/West discussion of the alleged 
etymological interdependence of Christ and 
Krishna that has been going on since the 18th 
century. 
The final paper, by Daniel J. Soars, focuses 
on a small section in the epilogue of Francis X. 
Clooney’s The Future of Hindu-Christian 
Studies in which he outlines some of the 
personal characteristics needed to do 
comparative theology well. He takes five of 
these from Catherine Cornille’s The Im-
Possibility of Interreligious Dialogue and adds 
several of his own. By exploring notions like 
doctrinal humility and rootedness in a 
particular tradition, Soars further reflects 
upon the ‘virtues’ of the discipline in both 
senses of the word – not only those attributes 
required to engage in it, but the merits of 
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Review of Nathaniel Roberts’ To Be Cared For:  
The Power of Conversion and the Foreignness of 




Abstract: This article focuses on Roberts’ 
argument that the religiosity of urban Tamil 
Dalits, or “slum religion,” transcends Hindu or 
Christian affiliation. Roberts’ ethnography 
challenges the dominant discourse 
surrounding Pentecostal Christianity which 
asserts that conversion is inevitably divisive, 
splitting families and communities and even 
individuals in harmful ways that justify its 
tight legal regulation.  To the contrary, 
Roberts’ fieldwork reveals how the deeply 
pragmatic nature of Dalit religion allows for 
significant individual variation and dynamism 
without inordinate contentiousness.  To Be 
Cared For also contributes to scholarship on 
women and religion in India, sensitively 
illustrating the tensions and strains within 
urban Dalit women’s lives that the collective 
ritual forms of Pentecostal Christianity help to 
assuage. 
 
BASED on months of intensive, immersive of 
fieldwork, Nathaniel Roberts’ To Be Cared For 
offers a valuable contribution to the 
anthropology of religion, and specifically of 
Hindu-Christian encounter.  During his 
fieldwork, Roberts lived in the pseudonymous 
Anbu Nagar (“Love Ville”), one among a 
conglomeration of slums in northern Chennai, 
which he calls Kashtapattinam (“Trouble 
Town”).  Like Nancy Martin and others who 
have focused on the religiosity of Indian Dalits, 
Roberts argues that slum religion has 
significant features that transcend Hindu or 
Christian affiliation (Martin 2013).  Among 
these are a profound ethic of care that, against 
the dehumanizing pressures of economic 
hardship and caste-based discrimination, has 
the capacity to turn this little corner of 
Trouble Town into Anbu Nagar, Love Ville. It 
is well-known that Dalits have been treated for 
centuries as non-Hindus, outside the fold, and 
that as such they have been categorically 
denied access to the wellsprings of material 
and spiritual thriving -- from educational and 
employment opportunities and property 
Eliza F. Kent is Professor of Religion at Skidmore College. She received a B.A. from Williams College 
and an M.A. and Ph.D. from the University of Chicago Divinity School.  A scholar of religion in South 
Asia, she is the author of Converting Women: Gender and Protestant Christianity in Colonial South 
India (Oxford University Press, 2004), Sacred Groves, Local Gods: Religion and Environmentalism in 
South India (Oxford University Press, 2013) and articles in venues such as the Journal of the American 
Academy of Religion, Arts & Humanities in Higher Education, the Journal for Hindu-Christian Studies, 
Worldviews: Global Religions, Culture and Ecology, and the Journal for the Study of Religion, Nature 
and Culture.  With Tazim Kassam, she co-edited the volume Lines in Water: Religious Boundaries in 
South Asia (Syracuse University Press, 2013).  Whether engaged with gender or ecology, her research 
focuses on religious pluralism and its side effects, such as conversion, syncretism, crypto-conversion, 
reform and revival. 
5
Staff: Volume 32, Full Contents
Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2019
4 Eliza F. Kent 
ownership to temple entry and ritual honors 
(Mosse 2012; Viswanath 2014).  And, as Roberts 
illuminates in a searing description of the 
dangers of dehydration, caste Hindus have 
often operationalized their dehumanization of 
Dalits by denying them access to the actual 
wellsprings of water, a form of cruelty with 
dire symbolic and somatic consequences.  In 
light of this, it is perhaps not surprising that 
deeply empathetic anthropological fieldwork, 
which remains simply open to what people do 
and say without a pre-established 
commitment to particular etic frameworks, 
would discover that lived Dalit religion would 
manifest so differently from lived Hindu 
religion.  What is surprising is the depth and 
number of established scholarly verities that 
this approach leads Roberts to question. 
Roberts challenges dominant scholarly 
representations of Indian religiosity that 
generalize elite or Brahmanical discourse to 
all Hindus, exposing how little traction 
Brahmanical beliefs about karma, caste, 
pollution and the afterlife have within Dalit 
religious discourse.  Another feature of 
dominant scholarly and popular views of 
religion in India is that differences in belief are 
at the root of conflict between groups.  That 
too comes into question as Roberts reveals 
how the deeply pragmatic nature of Dalit 
religion allows for individual variation and 
dynamism without inordinate 
contentiousness.  In what follows, I first 
outline the principal features of Dalit 
religiosity described by Roberts, connecting 
these to his intervention into the debate over 
India’s anti-conversion laws, varying forms of 
which have been passed in nine Indian states.  
Then I turn to Roberts’ analysis of the 
religiosity of women in the slum, through 
which he builds on and deepens recent work 
on Indian Christian women’s religiosity.   
Roberts argues that among the features 
that distinguish slum religion are its 
production of a distinctive variety of universal 
morality that affirms the humanity of all 
people.  Against a background in which Dalits 
are considered “outsiders” excluded from 
mainstream Hindu society and their churches 
accused of foreign funding, Dalits themselves 
project a view of moral community that 
encompasses everyone: everyone belongs, 
even the so-called foreigner.  From the 
perspective of this moral universalism, caste is 
condemned as a deeply immoral, unjust social 
system that is ultimately false – a “lie.”  When 
the people of Anbu Nagar discuss caste, which 
they rarely do in explicit terms, they assert 
that the division of the human community 
into an immutable hierarchy has less to do 
with Hindu theological justifications such as 
the discourse of purity and pollution and more 
to do with the naked greed and false pride 
(perumai) of socially dominant upper castes.  
Our shared humanity should be sufficient 
reason for us to care for one another, Roberts’ 
informants assert. And yet, they say, the rich 
don’t do this, particularly not the Indian rich, 
though they are more optimistic about the 
generosity of foreigners.  The residents of 
Anbu Nagar locate the basis of economic 
stratification directly in morality: the mean-
spirited hoarding of the rich leads them to 
accumulate wealth, just as the caring 
generosity of the poor leads them to remain 
poor.  As Roberts summarizes the economic 
consequences of this ethos of care, “Anyone 
who cared about others…could never become 
wealthy as long as there were people in need.”  
(p. 69) This understanding of our common 
humanity, and our duty to care for one 
another was shared among Hindus and non-
Hindus in Anbu Nagar, with apparently no 
variation across religious affiliation.  
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Another shared feature of slum religion is 
its overwhelmingly practical orientation.  
Writing of the preponderance of worldly 
concerns in people’s relationships with divine 
beings – whether Christian or Hindu gods, 
Roberts asserts,  
To say that slum residents considered 
worldly interests as valid as otherworldly 
ones, however, risks implying that 
otherworldly goals had more of a place in 
slum religion than they did. In reality 
neither version of slum religion (Christian 
or Hindu) posited any state of existence – 
an afterlife, ecstatic union with the divine, 
perception of a higher truth beyond the 
illusion of phenomenal existence, and so 
on – in relation to which the concerns of 
cares of this world might be weighed. (p 
166) 
Instead, slum dwellers conceive of religion 
largely in terms of the individual’s 
relationship with a divine being. Gods were 
generous, benevolent beings who cared about 
people.  But, they were also demanding, so 
devotees had to worship gods in order to 
please them and to behave in ways that 
avoided sinful, harmful behavior.  Of 
paramount importance is finding gods who 
actually are real and efficacious, and allying 
oneself with them in order to obtain worldly 
blessings and support.  All slum residents are 
involved in this pursuit, and understand the 
underlying material deprivation, health 
concerns and relationship stress that drive 
transferring one’s loyalties from one god to 
another. In this context, apostasy is not 
regarded by slum dwellers as a “crisis,” but is 
understood pragmatically as a necessary shift 
in course when one’s devotion failed to obtain 
results (178).  Even when Christian pastors 
lament a former congregants’ “backsliding,” it 
is out of pity for the harm that would 
inevitably befall them because Hindu gods 
simply do not exist, they feel, and therefore 
devotion to them is futile and foolish.  For 
their part, Hindus sometimes mock the 
weakness and inefficacy of the Christian God, 
Jesus, though their theology affirms the 
ultimate unity of all gods in God; what matters 
was which aspect of god one turns to, and 
finds efficacious.   Surprisingly, talk like this 
which calls into question the legitimacy of 
other people gods, does not degenerate into 
discord or ill will, as one might imagine.  It is, 
Roberts argues, a side effect of the deeply 
pragmatic logic and theological realism of 
slum religion shared by all.   
One of the repercussions of these two 
central features of slum religion – its 
pragmatic orientation and its embeddedness 
in moral universalism – is that changing one’s 
religion does not provoke acrimonious splits 
in the community.  Conversion – particularly 
embracing pentecostal Christianity – requires 
changes to behavior (such as not smoking or 
swearing), and alters the array of measures 
one may employ to deal with supernatural 
threats such as the evil eye and sorcery (since 
pentecostal affiliation meant abandoning all 
such measures and having “faith in Jesus 
only”).  But, according to Roberts, slum 
dwellers do not try to control each other’s 
religious choices.  Contrary to the outcry of 
Hindu nationalists and secular journalists that 
conversion inevitably harms an individual’s 
“inner self” or the internal coherence of a 
community, residents of Anbu Nagar see no 
such danger in religious conversion.   In other 
words, the divisive harm of religious 
conversion on individuals and communities 
which has long been trumpeted by Hindu 
nationalists, and taken up in Indian 
newspapers by secular liberals, simply are not 
to be found in Anbu Nagar.  This is an 
important intervention because, from the 
colonial period to the present day, one finds a 
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pervasive assumption among jurists, 
politicians and scholars alike that conversion 
and social division, and therefore conflict, are 
inevitably intertwined.  
Another important contribution Roberts 
makes to scholarship on south Indian religion 
is his careful investigation of women’s 
religiosity in the slum, particular among 
Pentecostal Christians.   Here, Roberts 
provides a sensitive illustration of the tensions 
and strains within women’s lives that the 
collective ritual forms of Pentecostal 
Christianity help to assuage. This is 
accomplished in two chapters that bookend 
the work, the first describing the economic 
strategies that very poor families use to keep 
body and soul together and the other 
describing how Pentecostal prayer circles help 
to mend the painful divisions that these 
economic strategies create among women.   In 
a context in which women are entirely 
dependent upon the wages of their menfolk 
and yet are held responsible for the financial 
management of the household by the 
discourse of wifely auspiciousness, women’s 
informal loans to one another have emerged 
as a crucial survival strategy.  Such loaning 
networks have been celebrated within 
economic development literature as an 
example of women’s ability to pool resources 
and acquire capital under straightened 
circumstances. However, Roberts shows us 
that they also entail shockingly usurious 
practices. Through his painstaking unpacking 
of the rules that govern how women decide 
who gets loaned how much money and under 
what conditions, we see that the networks of 
women bound together in relations of 
indebtedness benefit some, but also monetize 
relationships with kin and neighbors in a way 
that can lead to significant harm.  Both 
creditworthiness, and its shameful opposite, 
inability to pay, were powerful indicators of 
one’s status within the moral community of 
the slum.  This situation was intensified by the 
fact that one could only avoid one’s debtors 
(who were also friends, neighbors and family) 
by going into hiding, effectively withdrawing 
from the moral community in disgrace.  For 
these reasons, indebtedness was one of the 
two leading causes of women’s suicide.  
Extreme marital discord was another, and it 
doesn’t take an anthropologist to deduce that 
the two were closely related – as indebtedness 
could greatly exacerbate conflict between 
spouses, and vice versa.  
Roberts’ analysis of these complex and 
often treacherous lending networks among 
women helps explain the attractiveness of 
Pentecostalism to slum women, which he 
explores in chapter six.  He does not deny the 
patriarchal bias of pentecostal Christianity, 
but illuminates its complexly gendered power 
dynamics, and thereby adds to a rich body of 
scholarship, beginning with the pioneering 
work of Elizabeth Brusco and Bernice Martin 
in Columbia, that demonstrates how women 
make the most of opportunities for leadership 
and agency within pentecostal and 
charismatic Christianity (Brusco 1995 ; Martin 
2003).  As Roberts points out, pentecostal 
Christianity in the slum is organized around 
the extraordinary charisma of pastors. Each of 
the dozen or more pentecostal churches in 
Kashtapattinam (trouble town) has two 
names.  The formal official name painted on a 
signboard outside the church is something 
like, “Apostolic Liberation Divine Assembly,” 
or “Loving Prayer House,” but residents of the 
slum rarely use those names.  Rather, they 
refer to “Samuel’s church,” or “Yesudasan’s 
church,” or sometimes just “Samuel” or 
“Yesudasan.”  This identification of the church 
with its male pastor was fitting because, “a 
slum church was not only the pastor’s 
personal property, but his life’s work – the 
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worldly manifestation of his God-given spirit 
powers and in many ways an extension of 
himself” (p. 186).   These independent 
Pentecostal pastors work tirelessly to attract 
parishioners (most often from one another’s 
“flocks,” or from those of Church of South 
India or Roman Catholic churches) and to 
resource the simple thatch and pole structures 
that constituted the physical church with 
ceiling fans and cordless microphones. An 
influential narrative in contemporary India 
portrays Pentecostal churches as lavishly 
supported by American Christian donors, thus 
reinforcing the sense that present day Indian 
Christians are somehow alien within or 
traitors to the Indian nation, which is 
increasingly identified as Hindu in the mode of 
Modi-era conservative modern brahmanical 
Hinduism. This narrative fuels a steady stream 
of daily acts of violence against Indian 
Pentecostals, as Chad Bauman has 
documented (2015).  But what his and Roberts’ 
research reveals is that the vast majority of 
these independent pentecostal churches are 
self-funded; indeed, they operate at a bare 
bones level that does not require much in the 
way of material investment.  It is the pastor’s 
capacity to serve as a channel for divine favor 
that allows for the flourishing of a church, 
whether measured by the number of 
congregants, healing miracles, or the degree 
to which it was resourced with things like 
ceiling fans and cordless microphones.  
But, in conversation with Max Weber’s 
famous theory of charisma, which locates 
charisma in an individual’s qualities 
(considered by the faithful as “gifts from 
God”), Roberts argues that in fact the pastor’s 
charisma is produced by the women in the 
congregation whose weekly performances of 
ecstatic devotion, and day to day loyalty, 
provide evidence of his supposed power. Each 
male pastor is thus supported in his work by a 
cadre of dedicated female congregants.  They 
do many different things for the church, 
including using the microphone to broadcast 
the troubles that afflict their households and 
themselves thereby directing some moral 
disciplining toward wayward husbands and 
lackadaisical sons. Another way in which the 
cadre of female congregants supports the 
gradual moral transformation of the slum 
community is through their weekly prayer 
circles. Every Sunday, the charismatic pastor 
gives his high wattage performance of 
preaching and healing, but the implicitly 
agreed upon index of the preacher’s power as 
a conduit for God’s Presence is actually the 
women’s shouts of allelulia, their coming 
forward to be healed, and their ecstatic 
swaying and swooning.  Morover, cadres of 
dedicated lay women provide crucial support 
for each male pastor and the church 
community during the week.  At this time 
women go out in prayer teams and 
systematically visit all the households in the 
congregation, and others – Hindu or Christian 
– that invite them to come pray.  In the process 
of regularly talking to women about their 
lives, and praying over their problems, and 
asking them to pray for women suffering 
perhaps even more than they are, they 
assuage the silent, isolated suffering of those 
who may be alienated from each other because 
of the usurious practices of the lending 
networks described earlier.   They not only 
help to assuage that pain, and help women feel 
supported and affirmed, but they also create a 
new moral community whose core ethos is 
that Christians should actively take on the 
sufferings of others, as Christ took on the woe 
of the world.   
Roberts’ beautifully written and elegantly 
organized book delivers ground-breaking 
insights into the nature of lived religion 
among some of India’s poorest and most 
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socially marginalized citizens.  It is not 
uncommon for historians and ethnographers 
in the subfield of Hindu-Christian studies to 
describe the blurry, frequently effaced 
boundary between Hindu and Christian, but 
rarely is this done in such a sustained way 
based on rigorous immersive ethnography.  To 
Be Cared For will be an excellent addition to 
courses on the anthropology of religion, on 
global pentecostal and charismatic 
Christianity, and on contemporary lived 
religion, whether in India or globally.    
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Abstract: This paper critically examines 
Nathaniel Roberts’ book, To be Cared For. It 
argues that by discussing the “unique moral 
problems and cultural contradictions” that 
surround the everyday life-world of low caste 
Dalit Pentecostals in a slum in Chennai, 
Roberts provides a rich ethnography of caste, 
Christianity and care in India. In particular, the 
book makes several contributions: first, it 
provides a nuanced, contextual understanding 
of the “pluralities” of Indian Christianities; 
second, contrary to Gandhian view of “religion 
as spirituality”, it shows (by questioning the 
hierarchy of the religious world) how 
materiality or worldly benefits occupy a 
central role in the life-world of believers; third, 
it discusses “pastoral innovation” and shows 
how Pentecostal pastors are constantly 
innovating new ways of interpreting and 
reinterpreting doctrines to address the 
everyday social problems and anxieties of 
believers, and also how pastoral innovation 
needs to be understood in the context of 
pastoral competition and rivalry; and finally, it 
discusses a notion of belonging that goes 
beyond territoriality and religious affiliation 
and shows how “relationality”, shared values, 
and real/imagined connections are essential to 
belonging. Discussing these four aspects, what 
the paper shows is, how through careful 
observation and in-depth ethnographic 
narratives of everyday religiosity and morality 
of the slum dwellers, Roberts makes an 
important contribution to the anthropology of 
Christianity in India. 
 
PENTECOSTAL Christianity is one of the fastest 
growing religions of the world and has spread 
to almost all nations. A 2004 data source 
mentions that there are 135 million 
Pentecostals/Charismatics in Asia, 80 million 
in North America, 141 million in Latin America 
and 38 million in Europe (Anderson, 2004: 123). 
This shows that Pentecostals are concentrated 
largely in the global south and in India their 
numbers have grown significantly. According 
to another data source, India now has the fifth 
largest number of Pentecostals in the world 
behind Brazil, the United States, China and 
Nigeria (see Burgess, 2002:118). Given this, one 
may ask: what is the nature of Pentecostalism 
and amongst whom is it spreading? What does 
it offer to people that has made it so popular 
compared to “mainline” churches? While 
Pentecostalism has a much longer history, its 
beginning is generally associated with the 
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Azusa Street revival (Los Angeles) of 1906. 
Although in the early American culture the 
Pentecostals defied socio-cultural and racial 
segregation and brought both African 
Americans and whites to worship together, it 
was generally considered a religion of the 
poor. However, over the years, with the spread 
of Pentecostalism to other classes and races of 
American society, such commonplace 
generalization that “Pentecostalism as a 
religion of the poor in America” has been 
successfully challenged (see Jones, 2009: 508). 
Unlike America, in the Indian context, 
Pentecostalism has developed as a religion of 
the poor and it continues to appeal to the 
lower castes, tribes and other marginalized 
groups and communities, even though it 
includes people from other social strata. In 
Rajasthan, Lukose (2009) and Sahoo (2018) 
have shown how Pentecostalism has emerged 
as predominantly a tribal religious movement. 
While for Lukose Pentecostal conversion has 
created a new, empowering identity for tribals, 
Sahoo shows how divine healing and miracles 
have played a major role in tribal conversion 
to Pentecostalism. Broadly, in the North Indian 
context, Abraham (2011: 102-103) notes, 
“major Pentecostal growth has been among 
tribals, Dalits and lower caste people, i.e. 
groups experiencing social ostracism, caste 
cruelty, utter poverty, various illness and 
demonic possession.” The narrative is no 
different in the southern Indian context. As 
Nathaniel Roberts’ book, To be Cared For, 
shows, “Christ loved the poor” and 
Pentecostalism has emerged as a slum religion 
professed by Pariahs. The Pariahs are 
untouchables who have experienced “caste-
based slavery” and “systematic 
dehumanization” (pp.2-3). In this 
ethnography, Roberts dwells deeply on the 
everyday life-world of low caste Dalit 
Pentecostals who live in a slum, which he calls 
Anbu Nagar, in northern Chennai, and he 
discusses the “unique moral problems and 
cultural contradictions that structure their 
existence” (p.5). 
The Dalits living in the slum identified 
themselves as “the poor” and pointed out that 
the “outside” world belonged to the (upper) 
caste people. While the slum is marked by 
poverty, hardship and suffering, “the rich” and 
“the privileged” dwelled in the outside world. 
Remarkably, it is not the wealth of the outside 
caste people that troubled the poor, even 
though they felt that “they and others like 
them were being unfairly treated” (p.34); for 
them, the most important question was: Why 
don’t the rich care about the poor? What 
makes people not care about and ignore the 
sufferings of fellow human beings? Addressing 
this, Roberts provides a rich ethnography of 
caste, Christianity, and care in India. In 
particular, the book gives in-depth accounts of 
how people maintain social relations – for 
example, gender solidarity through debt 
relations, effects of the supernatural in 
community life, how community boundaries 
or conceptions of self and the other are 
maintained, and how myth is used by Dalits in 
conceptualizing their relationship with the 
dominant caste society. I will not be able 
examine all these aspects in this paper. 
However, what I show is that by providing 
thick ethnographic narratives of everyday 
religiosity and morality, Roberts makes an 
important contribution to the anthropology of 
Christianity in India. 
 
Anthropology of Contextual Christianities of 
India  
In an article published in Religion Compass 
in 2008, Bialecki, Haynes, and Robbins note 
that anthropology of Christianity is a newly 
emergent field. The development of this sub-
discipline “was impeded until recently by 
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anthropology’s theoretical framing and 
empirical interests” (p.1139). Especially, 
anthropology had a problematic relationship 
with Christianity, which was largely 
preoccupied with the question of modernity. 
This, however, did not mean that there existed 
no ethnographic or descriptive work on 
Christian traditions. Rather, most recently 
“there has been a concerted call from 
anthropologists for their discipline to consider 
seriously the possibility of routinely putting 
the religion of Christian populations at the 
center of ethnographic accounts” (p.1140). 
Beginning in the 1950s until today, Indian 
anthropologists and anthropologists studying 
India (including sociologists) have primarily 
been interested in issues of tribe and caste. 
Indian universities also rarely offered courses 
on anthropology/sociology of religion. One 
reason for this could be the postcolonial 
trajectory of the Indian nation-state. During 
the colonial period and in partition, India 
witnessed significant inter-religious 
communal violence. Considering the 
destructive effects of religion, the Indian state 
in the postcolonial period somewhat distanced 
itself from religion and followed a modern, 
secular model of nation building. This was 
reflected in curriculum of the universities, 
which even continues today. As Singh, Goel, 
Bhattacharjee and Bhattacharyya (2019) 
rightly note, in India, sociology was 
preoccupied with the question of (secular) 
modernity, which encompassed economy and 
politics; religion was relegated to the domain 
of unmodern and primitive, hence excluded 
from the scope of study. Though anthropology 
(supposedly the study of primitive societies) 
studied the so-called “primitive” tribal 
societies and culture, it hardly included any 
discussion of religion.  
Studies on religion, especially Christianity, 
were majorly written from a theological 
perspective. With the exception of a few, such 
as Rowena Robinson and David Mosse, there 
have been very little detailed ethnographic 
accounts of Christianity in India. Most of these 
studies discussed “Indian Christianity” and its 
cultural uniqueness in comparison to the West 
because of its association with caste. Although 
caste remains a major underlying theme of 
Roberts’ book, what is interesting, however, is 
the way he deconstructs the category of 
“Indian Christianity” and provides a nuanced, 
contextual understanding through the 
discussion of pluralities/internal diversities of 
“Indian Christianities” (see Bauman and 
Young, 2014).  
For Roberts, the importance of “context” is 
vital; it plays a major role in making sense of a 
concept. I will call this “conceptual 
contingency” – that concepts have multiple 
meanings and their meanings are context 
dependent. This is clearly visible when Roberts 
discusses what religion, morality, care, and 
truth mean to the slum population and how 
their meanings are different in other contexts. 
Discussing slum Christianity, Roberts notes 
that while rituals and beliefs of Pentecostalism 
are the same world over, what is important is 
why these mattered to people in a particular 
socio-historical context. Why people follow 
these beliefs; how they reinterpret them and 
apply them into their lives to make sense of or 
give meaning to their social world. In a sense, 
through such contextualization, Christianity 
becomes indigenized/localized and acquires 
multiple meanings. Furthermore, Roberts also 
discusses the contextualized meanings of sin 
and salvation. Contrary to the common 
understanding, slum Christians see salvation 
not as a spiritual state or related to the other 
world; for them, it is closely attached to their 
everyday experiences of suffering in caste; 
while sin is interpreted as inequality, salvation 
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is seen as being saved from caste sufferings and 
achieving equality. 
Furthermore, Roberts also shows how 
categories of “the poor” and “the rich” can 
have contextual meanings. For him, although 
these are “class” categories, they are highly 
embedded in “caste” relations. When slum 
people (who self-identify as “casteless”) refer 
to the non-slum people as “the rich” or “the 
privileged” they basically meant the (upper) 
caste people. Through such categorizations the 
slum people create a homogenized view of “the 
poor” and “the rich.” In contrast, Roberts 
uncovers the inherent heterogeneities and 
diversities. Moreover, he also shows how caste 
is very much present and absent at the same 
time in the everyday lives of people in the 
slum. One point, however, that is central to the 
relationship between caste and Christianity in 
India (as a majority of converts are Dalits) is 
the question of affirmative action (known in 
India as the reservation system), which the 
book does not deal with very much.  
While affirmative action policies allow 
tribal (Scheduled Tribe) converts to have 
benefits of reservation, it denies the same to 
low caste Dalit (Scheduled Caste) converts. The 
Supreme Court has, on many occasions, 
rejected the Dalit Christian demands for 
reservation on the basis of the Constitution 
Order, which “expressly prohibits reservation 
benefits for anyone other than Hindus, Sikhs, 
and Buddhists” (Sen, 2010:122; see also Sahoo, 
2018: 43-46). A majority of Dalit Christians have 
therefore decided to not officially convert, as it 
deprives them from the benefits of 
reservation. Instead, they practice and “live 
the life of a Christian” (followers) in their 
everyday lives. Considering this, the Hindu 
nationalists have argued that this is a 
deliberate attempt on the part of Indian 
Christians to keep their numbers low in the 
census, which has resulted in the rise of 
“crypto Christians” or secret Christians (see 
Kent, 2011) who receive double benefits, from 
the church as well as the policies of 
reservation. While it may be true that a 
majority of these slum dwellers lack the 
required educational qualification to avail 
government benefits of reservation or the 
church is not in a position to provide financial 
support to its members. Moreover, it could also 
be true that even though these members are 
receiving double benefits, it is not enough to 
lift them out of the poverty and marginality of 
the slum. Given this, it is not clear from 
Roberts’ account whether slum Christians are 
official converts or just followers of Christian 
faith and belief system. It would have been 
better to have a brief discussion on this in the 
book.  
 
Agency, Materiality, and Ethicality in 
Conversion   
In the theoretical literature, discussions on 
conversion have broadly centered on two 
strands of literature. First, the question of 
continuity and rupture (Robbins, 2003; 
Engelke, 2004) – whether conversion marks “a 
complete break with the past” (Meyer, 1998) or 
there is a “persistence of the past” (Keane, 
2007) beliefs, practices and rituals. In a sense, 
it refers to whether conversion could be seen 
as an “event” or a “process” (Berger and Sahoo, 
2020). Second, [multiple] modes and 
motivations for religious conversion 
(Robinson and Clarke, 2003; Berger and Sahoo, 
2020) – this particularly raises questions about 
“agency” of the individual and motivations 
centering on whether conversion happened 
because of material inducements or “real” 
spiritual transformation. 
Roberts does not deal much with the 
former; he discusses the latter by examining 
the state level anti-conversion laws and how 
ambiguities associated with concepts like 
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force, fraud or inducement have made 
conversion as well as lives of converts difficult. 
In fact, as per these laws, every conversion 
could be categorized as fraudulent. 
Additionally, these laws, ironically known as 
the Freedom of Religions Act, have made 
special monitoring provisions in cases of 
Dalits, women and children. By doing so, this 
law has denied them agency and freedom, 
assuming that they are incapable of making 
their own decisions. In a similar manner, 
Gandhi also denied agency to Dalits by arguing 
that Dalits convert to Christianity not because 
of spiritual reasons but because of material 
benefits. Due to their poverty and 
marginalization, Dalits are incapable of taking 
rational decisions. As he noted, “the poor 
Harijans have no mind, no intelligence, no 
sense of difference between God and no-God” 
(p.146). For Gandhi, religion is essentially a 
spiritual matter; worldly affairs have no place 
there. He therefore strongly opposed 
conversion, for he believed that Dalits can be 
easily lured into conversion for worldly 
benefits.  
Roberts contrasts the Gandhian view of 
“religion as spirituality” with the slum 
understanding of religion. In doing so, he asks: 
what does it mean to follow a religion or being 
a believer? Discussing the everyday beliefs and 
practices of the slum population, of both 
Hindus and Christians, Roberts questions the 
hierarchy of the religious world, especially 
between spirituality/truth and materiality, 
and shows how materiality or worldly benefits 
occupy a central role in the life-world of 
believers. According to him, “neither 
Christianity nor Hinduism, as practiced in the 
slum, emphasized any sort of otherworldly 
telos” (p.9). The people of Anbu Nagar valued 
gods and worshipped them primarily for the 
worldly benefits and protection they provided. 
In fact, it was very important for them to be 
“getting it right” when it came to choosing 
gods – the relative potency and responsiveness 
of gods played a vital role in this regard. In the 
slum, there were stories, lived experiences, 
testimonies, and everyday talk about which 
gods are responsive and which god to turn to 
when someone is experiencing a specific 
problem. For example, in the slum, Christ was 
known to be the god who loved the poor and 
the weak; but most specifically, he was 
considered to be the lord of women who 
“specialized in helping women with their 
marital and household problems” (p.204). 
Thus, for slum dwellers, gods existed mainly to 
help people; worshipping gods “for God’s 
sake,” according to them, is “just another way 
for rich people to show off – a way of bragging 
about the fact that they had no problems in 
their lives” (p.166).  
Does this then mean that people in the 
slum convert to Pentecostalism for worldly 
benefits? In particular, how do we explain the 
conversion of women who constitute a large 
majority of converts within Pentecostalism? 
According to Hefner (2013: 11), in the global 
south, women make up the majority of 
Pentecostal believers. In Indian context, 
Bauman (2015: 82) notes that in Pentecostal 
churches, women constitute almost 70 per 
cent of congregants. In Anbu Nagar around 85 
to 90 per cent of the converts are women. The 
question is: why do such a large number of 
women, compared to men, convert to 
Pentecostalism? While studies in the global 
context have discussed the expression of 
women’s agency, domestication of men, and 
establishment of gender equality as some of 
the reasons that, in the Indian context, Roberts 
argues that the reasons why women convert to 
Pentecostalism and stay as believers are: (1) 
intensity of pastoral care – the way pastors 
listen to women’s problems and constantly 
innovate novel methods of interpreting and 
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reinterpreting the Bible to shape and give 
meaning to women’s struggles, inter-personal 
sufferings, and everyday needs, and (2) 
creation of a moral community of women 
through prayer networks. Unlike Hindu 
women, who remain atomized at a moral level, 
Christian women build a sisterhood to share 
responsibility as well as to protect their 
interests and rights in the context of abusive 
husbands and non-slum caste people. 
In addition, faith has also helped believers 
“construct an internal value system, making 
social living cohesive and impacting the most 
important events in ordinary lives by laying 
down the dos and don’ts” (p.167). Such dos and 
don’ts enforced by Christianity resulted in 
what Hefner (2013: 9) calls “ethical subject 
formation”. The “pre-conversion privileges of 
men are represented as sins and misdeeds 
indulged at the expense of their female partner 
and children” (Hefner, 2013: 10). This is 
particularly visible in the context of the 
prohibitions imposed by Christianity on (male) 
believers who are required to give up drinking, 
smoking, and other temptations. Even in some 
cases, men’s willingness to spend on roadside 
snack food was resented by women. While 
these entire moral disciplining of men 
attracted women to Christianity, it brought 
several unintended consequences. Men’s 
everyday lives and choices became heavily 
restricted; they also often felt victimized by 
the prayer network’s sisterhood as it asserted 
women’s rights to be cared for and not 
exploited within the domestic sphere. As a 
consequence, men drifted away from 
Christianity, while women remained. 
 
Religious Innovation and Entrepreneurship  
What role does religion play in the lives of 
ordinary people, particularly in a period 
marked by rapid social and economic change? 
Does religion provide some meaning or offer 
some solution to manage one’s social life? 
Based on a large-scale study, Loskota (2017) 
discusses how communities are “innovating” 
religion and creatively addressing the 
everyday problems of believers. For Loskota, 
religious innovation “does not mean creating 
something entirely new or a new form of 
revelation”; instead it refers to “a creative way 
of problem solving” – “the reassembling of 
different things to meet the contemporary 
challenges”. Similar to Loskota’s idea of 
religious innovation, Roberts, discusses 
“pastoral innovation” in the context of Anbu 
Nagar. He shows how Pentecostal pastors are 
constantly innovating new ways and methods 
of interpreting and reinterpreting doctrines 
and textual practices to relate them to the local 
contexts as well as to address the everyday 
social problems and anxieties of believers and 
provide them with some kind of coping 
mechanism. For example, though people in the 
slum experienced extreme poverty, hardship 
and suffering, their suffering was made 
tolerable by comparing it with Christ’s 
suffering that served a purpose. Slum 
Christianity assured people that “they were 
not just life’s losers but the ‘dear children of 
God’” (p.227). With this, people were able to 
embrace their suffering willingly as it made 
them “Christ-like”.  
However, one may ask: why were the 
pastors in Anbu Nagar so innovative? Roberts 
argues that pastoral innovation needs to be 
understood in the context of pastoral 
competition and rivalry. For him, pastors 
treated each other as innovative and energetic 
rivals and competition among them was 
intensified by:  
The lack of supervening ecclesiastic 
authority to regulate or coordinate 
church-building efforts or to provide 
slum pastors with a measure of financial 
support and therefore of security in the 
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face of the inevitable fluctuations in the 
congregational donations on which their 
livelihood depended. An even more 
significant source of interpastor 
competition, however, was a 
demographic bottleneck in which new 
converts were in short supply (p.195).  
The rate of success of pastors thus 
depended on their innovative individual 
leadership qualities (or charisma), cultural 
creativity and testimonies of followers; the 
successful ones emerge as “religious 
entrepreneurs” (Lauterbach, 2016) and 
establish their “pastoral power” by owning 
churches and having their own congregations. 
In fact, slum Christianity is overtly pastor-
centric and churches are very often an 
extension of pastor’s personality. As Roberts 
notes, “[p]astors themselves emphasized their 
own role in channeling divine agency as 
central to Christ’s work on earth, even to the 
extent of giving the impression that it was 
their own spiritual powers – cultivated 
through ceaseless prayer and fasting – that 
shielded their congregations from 
supernatural attack and ensured collective 
well-being” (p.185). Such impressions were 
necessary because the challenge for the 
pastors is “not merely to attract but to retain a 
congregation” (p.195); people remain 
associated with a church as long as the pastor 
is able to offer solutions to their problems. The 
moment a pastor failed to do so, it leads to 
“pastor-hopping” (p.201) and change of 
church membership. Not just the pastors, gods 
were also dropped when they do not do what 
the worshippers hoped or did not respond to 
repeated prayers. Thus, in order to retain their 
congregation and to not allow them to lose 
faith on the power of Christ, pastors 
continuously innovated and reached out to 
people through pastoral care.  
 
Politics of Belonging and Care 
In recent years, there have been debates 
and controversies regarding “who belongs to 
the (Indian) nation” and “who does the nation 
belong to”. We have repeatedly heard that 
“Muslims should go to Pakistan; they do not 
belong here”. The question of belonging, 
especially when it comes to national 
belonging, is closely linked to the concept of 
(sacred) geography (sacralization of the 
territory) and religion. According to Hindu 
nationalists, religion and nation are 
inseparable and religious identity forms an 
integral part of defining the Indian nation. For 
them, India is the land of Hindus as they 
consider it their fatherland as well as holy 
land. In contrast, although Muslims and 
Christians see India as their fatherland, their 
holy land lies somewhere else outside the 
sacred geography of India. Hence, Hindu 
nationalists considered Muslims and 
Christians to be “culturally alien” and not part 
of the Indian (Hindu) nation. In so doing, the 
Hindu nationalists provided “an exclusive, 
extremely radical and uncompromising form 
of nationalism and citizenship, which 
maintained that India, that is Hindustan, is a 
land of Hindus, and its identity is embodied in 
Hindu culture and civilization” (Sahoo, 2018: 
134). 
Contrary to the Hindu nationalists’ 
imagination of the Indian nation, Mahatma 
Gandhi’s idea of India was based on religious 
pluralism and harmonious co-existence of all 
communities. For Gandhi and for the Congress, 
“the Indian nation is to be defined according to 
territorial criterion, not on the basis of cultural 
features” (Jaffrelot, 2007: 4). The Hindu 
nationalists, however, rejected Gandhi’s 
universalistic idea of the Indian nation and 
opposed his politics, as they believed that 
Gandhi was overly supportive of the minority 
cause. In fact, because of this, a supporter of 
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Hindu nationalism killed Gandhi. While this 
ideological opposition between Gandhi and 
Hindu nationalists is well known, what is less 
known is how Gandhi played a major role, 
although indirectly or perhaps unconsciously, 
in the spread of Hindu nationalist ideology by 
opposing religious conversion. In chapter four, 
titled “Religion, Conversion, and Nationalist 
Frame”, Roberts, drawing on historical and 
contemporary debates, demonstrates the 
conflict between Gandhi and Ambedkar and 
shows how Gandhi manipulated the situation 
in favor of Hindus by going on his “fast unto 
death”. This resulted in not just the 
Hinduization of Dalits, but also nationalization 
of Hinduism.  
Furthermore, Roberts discusses a notion of 
belonging that goes beyond territory and 
religious affiliation; it does not mean sharing 
the same identity (p.28). For Roberts, one may 
share a common identity, but in terms of 
“relationality” they may be distant. Thus, for 
him, “relationality”, shared values and 
real/imagined connections are essential to 
belonging. This is evident in the context when 
he discusses the way slum (Pentecostal) 
Christians relate to (a) the Catholics, (b) 
outside non-slum caste Hindus, and (c) the 
(imagined) foreigners. In relation to the 
Catholics, slum (Pentecostal) Christians feel 
very distant; they are not able to relate with 
the Catholics in terms of beliefs, practices, 
rituals and methods of worship. For them, 
Catholics are “the other”, even though they 
belong to the same religion. In fact, they argue 
that the Catholics have more in common with 
Hindus than Christians.  
Central to the book’s argument is the 
relationship between the slum Christians and 
the outside non-slum caste Hindus. For them, 
the caste people, even though they are fellow 
Indians and share the same national identity, 
do not care about “the poor” slum people. They 
are selfish, mean, greedy, cold, heartless, and 
full of false pride; they have “no love” for 
others. In fact, the slum people argue that the 
caste people even have no love for their own 
children as they do not care for their children’s 
happiness and force them to do things against 
their will. They wondered how could “the rich” 
behave in such a manner, as the attribute of 
“care” is central to being human. The poor, by 
contrast, identified themselves as be caring, 
warm, and affectionate. According to them, in 
India, only the poor love and care about others. 
The question is: why is this the case? Roberts 
finds the answer in caste. He argues that for 
the slum dwellers, the rich are rich not because 
of their wealth, but of their caste. The slum 
people cared about others because they were 
“casteless” and the rich did not because they 
practiced caste, and as a consequence, they did 
not even look at, pay attention to, love, show 
affection, sympathize, help, or give aid to the 
poor (p.78). In a sense, “ignoring” and 
“refusing to acknowledge” were the 
quintessential moral characteristics of the rich 
caste people.  
In contrast to the rich caste people of India 
who in a sense rejected humanity by refusing 
to care about the poor, the rich foreigners 
were found to be “benevolent”. This confirmed 
the slum people’s assumption that it is not 
wealth, but the practice of caste that makes 
people not care about others. What makes 
foreigners benevolent is that they like to help 
people and treat everyone equally (p.77); they 
are better able to understand the plight and 
suffering of the poor. In fact, they argue that 
the foreigners and the poor share the common 
values of care and humanism than the rich co-
nationals who are selfish and not able to 
empathize with the lives of the poor. The slum 
people argue that this impulse of the 
foreigners to help others in need “was not a 
specifically Christian impulse…but a basic 
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human one” (p.17) and this connected them to 
“global humanity” (p.79).  
One of the ways foreigners connected with 
and cared about the global poor was by 
sending money to help them. However, in the 
Indian context “foreign money” was viewed 
with suspicion. Roberts argues that in the 
“national discourse” (pp.7, 118) and among the 
“national elites” (pp.8, 118) it was believed that 
foreign money is being used for promoting 
conversion (“monetized proselytism” – p.13) 
and anti-national interests, and undermining 
national culture/autonomy. While Roberts 
mentions of national discourse and national 
elite, he does not define them properly. 
According to him, national discourse refers to 
the ‘writings and other publicly available 
communications conveyed in India’s lingua 
franca, English’ (p.118). He cites the works of 
English educated journalists and scholars such 
as Neena Vyas and Gauri Viswanathan to 
explain his argument that foreign money is 
used for promoting proselytization and anti-
national activities. However, I am not very 
convinced with Roberts’ definition of the 
national discourse and national elites. General 
speaking, in India “the elites” refer to the 
English educated intellectuals and liberal 
middle class who promote liberal democratic 
values and protect the interests of minorities. 
The English educated journalists and scholars 
that Roberts cites in the book and refer to as 
“national elites” will be better classified as 
sympathizers of Hindu nationalist discourse 
rather than the nationalist discourse. I will 
note that Roberts confuses them to be the 
national elites. Contrary to Roberts’ argument, 
the national elites have been long accused by 
the Hindu nationalists of being “too liberal” – 
in fact, they criticize the elites as “pseudo-
secular” or “sickular” for not speaking against 
conversion and minority appeasement. 
Broadly, the elites have been tolerant of 
conversion because of the constitutional 
values of religious freedom and citizenship 
rights. The forces that deemed “foreign 
money” as a threat to national culture and 
autonomy are not the national elites but the 
conservative Hindu nationalists who aim to 
make India a Hindu nation. It is therefore 
useful to make a clear distinction between the 
“national discourse” or “national elites” on the 
one hand and the “Hindu national discourse” 
on the other. This is because I believe the 
Indian national discourse is still guided by the 
values of democracy and secularism. 
 
Conclusion 
As discussed above, Roberts’ book provides 
an excellent ethnographic account of the 
everyday social and cultural life of Hindus and 
Christians in Anbu Nagar. The book skillfully 
demonstrates how the everyday social world 
of ordinary people is made meaningful and/or 
how the tacit dimensions of social life of the 
slum population is understood and 
interpreted. This paper discussed four aspects 
of the book which contribute significantly to 
the literature: first, it provides a nuanced, 
contextual understanding of the “pluralities” 
of Indian Christianities; second, it shows (by 
questioning the hierarchy of the religious 
world) how materiality or worldly benefits 
occupy a central role in the life-world of 
believers; third, it examines how Pentecostal 
pastors are constantly innovating new ways of 
interpreting and reinterpreting doctrines to 
address the everyday social problems and 
anxieties of believers; and finally, it shows how 
“relationality”, shared values, and 
real/imagined connections are essential to 
belonging and the idea of care. Caring, as 
Roberts notes, is about being human, and to be 
human is “to be profoundly and irreducibly 
connected with others,” both morally and 
materially (p.17). Thus, by discussing the 
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“unique moral problems and cultural 
contradictions” that surround the everyday 
life-world of low caste Dalit Pentecostals in a 
Chennai slum, Roberts provides a rich 
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Abstract: In this response to Sarbeshwar 
Sahoo, and Eliza Kent, I attempt to address 
some of the questions, challenges and insights 
they have put forth in their comments on To 
Be Cared For. I focus, in particular, on the 
methodological question of how I define the 
object of that and what it leaves out, and how I 
justify my own epistemological stance in 
relation to those I study, whose views I 
sometimes challenge. I do so by highlighting a 
basic distinction between ethnographic 
studies which take religion itself as an object of 
investigation, and an anthropological study 
such as mine, in which religion is approached 
as an aspect of social reality. I then draw a 
distinction between two ways of 
understanding “culture,” and the links I see 
between them and the two contrasting views 
of religious conversion described in the book. I 
end by clarifying what I see as the ethical 
imperatives of this sort of research and its 
relation to the question of religious tolerance. 
 
I am very grateful to the Society for Hindu–
Christian Studies for the opportunity to 
converse with Sarbeshwar Sahoo, Eliza Kent, 
Shana Sippy, and Amy Alloco at an SHCS-
sponsored panel for my book in Denver, 2018, 
and to respond further to the first two in print 
here. It is an honor, furthermore, to address 
the broader community of scholars who read 
and contribute to the Journal of Hindu–
Christian Studies. Their expertise is in 
precisely the two religious traditions whose 
differences, similarities, and interaction 
emerged as a major point of interest in my own 
research, though this was not what I originally 
set out to study. My questions were always 
sociological in focus and trained in particular 
on the crushing odds slum dwellers face and 
how they attempt to even them. This focus led 
me to religion and in particular to the religious 
lives of women, because religion was regarded 
as women’s work in the slum’s gendered 
division of labor. 
It is difficult to know how to address in a 
single essay all the questions and challenges 
my respondents have handed me and I have 
therefore adopted an oblique approach that 
begins with two features of To Be Cared For 
that many readers coming to it from a religious 
studies background have found noteworthy. 
The first concerns my observation that, in 
contrast to slum Christianity, the form of 
Hinduism I encountered in Kashtappattinam 
was discursively very thin—that tales of gods, 
great yogis and bhaktas, moral narratives, 
cosmological speculation, and so forth, were 
notably absent from Hinduism as practiced 
there (pp. 217–19). The other is my willingness, 
highlighted by Shana Sippy in Denver, to 
challenge and even “correct” the views of my 
informants. The first is noteworthy because 
the Hindu tradition overall is well known for 
Nathaniel (“Nate”) Roberts is an anthropologist whose work has focused on questions of religion and 
secularism, the relationship between national elite and subaltern subpopulations, the comparative 
study of race and caste (understood as moral frameworks and systems of domination), and 
ethnographic methodology. He is based at the Centre for Modern Indian Studies (CeMIS), in the 
University of Göttingen, in Lower Saxony. 
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its discursive richness, and because most if not 
all academic studies of Hinduism have focused, 
to greater or lesser degrees, on this aspect. The 
second, because it flies in the face of the 
common practice in the field of religious 
studies of treating informants’ testimony as 
veridical, and perhaps also because it flouts the 
stance of conceptual relativism that many 
scholars, including many anthropologists, see 
as ethically imperative in research contexts 
involving a clear power imbalance between 
the researcher and his or her subjects. 
My explanation for both comes down to 
the fact that although To Be Cared For has 
much to say about religion its ultimate focus is 
sociological. That is to say, its primary purpose 
is to understand the concrete relations among 
persons and the objective structures—written 
and unwritten rules, the conventions, the 
distribution of wealth and power, and so on—
that shape them. These structures are 
objective insofar as they exceed participants’ 
conscious or unconscious ideas about them. 
Though social reality is mediated by 
participants’ beliefs about it, it is not reducible 
to those beliefs. Gaps between what people 
believe and what is in fact the case are 
inevitable, not only in the societies we study 
but also our own. Put another way, social 
reality is never transparent and necessarily 
exceeds our understanding of it (Graeber 
2015). The situation is very different when the 
object of study is not society but religion. At 
least in the case of lived religion (Orsi 2010), 
the contents of that religion are whatever 
participants take them to be—no more, and no 
less. There is no scope in the study of lived 
religion for the scholarly observer to second-
guess or “correct” what practitioners tell 
them, because the practitioner is the highest 
and ultimate authority when it comes to their 
own beliefs.1 
Some examples will help illustrate why I 
think it is important to actively challenge and 
not simply defer to native claims, at least when 
it comes to claims about social reality, and also 
why I do not extend this precept to matters of 
religious faith. One of the surprising 
discoveries of my research in the slums of 
Kashtappattinam was the very positive image 
the people living there had of foreigners, 
whom they envisioned as intrinsically moral 
and caring, in contrast to the majority of their 
fellow countrymen, who they believed to be 
uniquely immoral and selfish. That an 
oppressed population would harbor negative 
stereotypes of their oppressors is not 
surprising, but due diligence required me 
challenge their claim that Indians are uniquely 
or universally uncaring, because I do not 
believe it to be the case. But imagine a 
foreigner turning up in an African-American 
ghetto and trying to convince the people living 
there that white people aren’t really as racist 
as they imagine them to be. When I tried 
something similar in Anbu Nagar, the people I 
spoke to were politely dismissive. I simply had 
no standing to make such an argument, in 
their view, because I had not experienced the 
things they had. This may seem like a 
predictable outcome, but if I hadn’t challenged 
them, I would not have known this for a fact. 
And though I make very clear in the pages of 
To Be Cared For that I do not agree that caste 
people are uniformly uncaring, or uniquely so, 
by the end of my field research I had observed 
enough to understand why my subjects would 
think so. 
More perplexing to me was the firm 
conviction among slum dwellers that people 
outside India exemplify their own moral ideal 
of loving kindness, or care. This was both 
surprising, firstly, because it reversed the 
supposedly universal human trait of 
ethnocentrism. According to the theory of 
ethnocentrism, all humans see their own 
culture as the best, and envision a series of 
concentric circles of identity such that the 
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more distant from the self/center the worse. 
The people of Anbu Nagar, by contrast, 
scrambled the conventional picture of ranked 
concentric identities. In their view, the most 
distant identity of all—those who share 
nothing with the people but their bare 
humanity—were regarded as natural allies, 
whereas those with whom they shared so 
much at cultural level, the majority of their 
fellow Tamils and fellow Indians, were not 
second best to themselves, but the worst 
people of all! The other reason this surprised 
me is that there was simply no basis for it. 
Foreigners do not, as anyone reading this will 
know, uphold the slum moral ideal of caring 
for the poor and the weak. 
As a foreigner myself, and someone who 
had spent the majority of my life outside India, 
in multiple countries, I had standing to speak 
authoritatively on this matter. Yet my 
attempts to convince them were consistently 
brushed off. I could not dislodge their view, but 
I would not have known this if I hadn’t tried! 
Only by challenging them did I learn that this 
particular belief was not only very deeply held, 
but deeply held despite the fact that they had 
no actual evidence for it. We often speak of 
beliefs—religious or otherwise—as if they are 
all of a piece, but beliefs differ greatly in how 
they are held. Some beliefs are held deeply; 
others lightly. Beliefs can be based on the 
evidence of personal experience, but they can 
also contradict it. And how a particular belief 
is held is as important as its contents, at least 
for an ethnographer who wants to understand 
the concrete social configuration within which 
those beliefs are produced. 
The point I am trying to make is that 
challenging the ideas of our research subjects 
plays an important methodological role, and I 
do not think it takes anything away from the 
people we write about to do so. Put another 
way, respecting our subjects’ dignity does not 
require us to treat them as infallible. Few 
people see themselves as infallible and, outside 
of a few very circumscribed domains of human 
activity, on most matters people are more 
interested in getting it right than insisting on 
the correctness of whatever their current 
understanding happens to be. The most 
significant exception is when holding a 
particular belief (or to be more precise, 
professing to hold it) functions as a marker of 
group identity, an affirmation of loyalty and 
belonging. For example, during the Vietnam 
War it was permissible in American public 
discourse to debate whether getting into the 
war had been a mistake or not, and also to 
criticize the particular way American strategic 
objectives were pursued. What was not up for 
discussion, as Noam Chomsky (1977) has 
argued, was the fundamental precept that 
America’s motives for being in the region were 
noble. To suggest that this might not be so—
that America was an amoral or even immoral 
force in the world—was to render oneself an 
outsider. In the language of the era, to voice 
such thoughts was simply un-American. 
It is generally only when a belief is linked 
to being part of a team that challenges to it are 
taken as an attack, and rightly so. For to 
undermine such a belief is to undermine the 
collective being of those who define 
themselves in terms of it. It threatens the very 
basis on which members are distinguished 
from non-members, and for this reason 
identity-defining beliefs are normally imbued 
with an intensely moral character. To reject 
such a belief is not merely to change one’s 
mind, but to betray, and group members often 
subject potential defectors to intense moral 
pressure to prevent them from doing so. 
Religious belief is widely regarded as a 
paradigmatic example of an identity-defining 
belief, or commitment. The history of 
Christianity provides a ready-made example, 
insofar as creedal statements have been 
explicitly used in that tradition to define group 
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membership (Ruel 1982). But even traditions 
that do not require formal declarations of faith 
may react defensively when its beliefs are 
questioned, as for example when its gods are 
declared not to be gods at all but stone idols.2 
The opposition of many Hindus to religious 
conversion, and the strong moral pressure 
mobilized to prevent it, is certainly an example 
of belief playing such a role. Religious belief is, 
in this example, not merely about a person’s 
commitment to God, but simultaneously to a 
social identity. But what my research shows is 
that commitment to a particular god does not 
necessarily entail commitment to the social 
identity commonly associated with that god. 
Though the two commitments—which we 
might distinguish as faith and partisanship—
are often linked, they need not be, and a 
correct understanding of slum conversion is 
not possible if we fail to keep the two 
analytically distinct. 
Simply put, the question of which god a 
person worshipped in the slum was of no 
consequence to group identity. Faith, defined 
as a relationship of commitment between a 
human being and a god, did not entail 
commitment to any team or faction in the 
world of the slum, for the simple reason that 
“Christians” and “Hindus” did not comprise 
two distinct social formations or communities 
there. Even within a single household or 
family, one normally found both Christians 
and Hindus, and there was no expectation that 
children should follow the religious practices 
of their parents, or that spouses would worship 
the same gods as one another (pp. 152–3). 
There was therefore no attempt by slum 
dwellers to pressure one another to conform 
religiously. Slum dwellers argued frequently 
about which gods were the best. The criteria 
they assessed them on, however, were not 
moral but their propensity to respond to the 
needs of those who worshipped them, a topic 
on which new evidence was actively sought 
and hotly debted. In their morality, all gods 
were assumed to be identical. Hindu gods were 
not morally defective according to Christians, 
but existentially so—for unlike the Christian 
god they did not actually exist. Even Christian 
pastors did not present their god as morally 
distinct from Hindu gods, only more 
responsive, because Hindu gods were “mere 
stone idols” and therefore to help anyone, in 
reality. Hindus, for their part, acknowledged 
the Christian god’s existence, but held him to 
be a weak and overly demanding deity (p. 152). 
Notably, neither side took offense at the 
other’s negative assessment of their chosen 
gods, misguided though they may be. A 
person’s decisions about which god or gods to 
worship—and therefore the phenomenon of 
religious conversion—was not a morally 
fraught in the slum, in short, because gods 
were regarded as morally identical. And they 
were regarded as morally identical, I argue, 
because they were not forced to double as 
emblems of social identity. 
Space does not permit me to elaborate on 
the relationship of faith that bound the 
individual worshipper to their god of choice, 
or how the notion of faith (vicuvācam) was 
articulated within a constellation of related 
concepts, such as belief (nampikai), knowledge 
(aṟivu), perception (terital), understanding 
(purital), and evidence (cāṭci) (Roberts 2012: 
283). Nor can I explain how such relationships 
might be voluntarily severed without moral 
jeopardy, though I will note that neither 
Christians nor Hindus believed worship was 
something gods themselves demanded or 
defined as obligatory for human beings. But I 
hope it is clear that the non-obligatory 
character of worship, like the non-
moralization of religious choice itself, follows 
from the social organization of religious belief, 
i.e. decisions about which god to worship not 
being linked to social faction. This is a 
significant finding in the Indian context, 
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where religious conversion is widely but 
falsely assumed to be socially disruptive, and 
legally suppressed on that basis (pp. 111–51). 
What I have shown, however, is that the 
disruptions and social conflict sometimes 
associated with religious conversion are an 
automatic outcome of religious conversion as 
such, or to the act of proselytism, or to 
religious differences as such, or to conversion 
being a psychologically destabilizing event—to 
cite just a few of the many arguments that 
circulate in India and elsewhere (pp. 111–115; 
Roberts 2012). They are due to power-infused 
relations among people, in which gods 
function as emblems of communal identity, 
and in which the dominant community is 
permitted to assert its will over minorities 
under the guise of “wounded sentiments” (pp. 
261–2; Viswanath 2016). 
I began this response by stressing that, 
although religion plays a prominent role in To 
Be Cared For, its ultimate focus is sociological, 
and that understanding slum religion assumed 
significance because of the role it plays in my 
subjects’ socially constituted existence. I 
promised that the sociological character of my 
study would help explain two features that 
readers approaching To Be Cared For from the 
perspective of Religious Studies have found 
unusual: my willingness to challenge my 
informant’s beliefs, and my finding that 
Hinduism as practiced was discursively very 
thin. The thinness of local Hinduism, as I have 
described it, comes as a surprise to many 
because the Hindu tradition as a whole is 
renowned for its discursive richness, a 
richness that has attracted the attention of 
scholars for obvious reasons and is therefore 
heavily represented in the literature. And 
indeed, had my own research mandate been to 
contribute to the study of Hinduism as such, 
rather than being confined to the aspects of it 
that were relevant to the women I had chosen 
to study, I would have had much more to say.   
In a slum tenement not far from Anbu 
Nagar lived a nonagenarian by the name of 
Loganathan, a kind-eyed man whose slight but 
ever-present smile reminded me of the Zen 
teacher Thich Nhat Hanh. He was known 
locally as a medium (cāmiyāṭi) (p. 218), and for 
his talent for inducing women to become 
possessed in certain festivals (p. 180, fig 10). 
Apart from these ritual functions, however, 
Loganathan played no discernable role in slum 
women’s lives, and no one I asked seemed to 
know anything about him or care. But based on 
the handful of interviews I conducted with 
him, I can attest that he was a wellspring of 
cosmological knowledge, who claimed, 
furthermore, to know “hundreds and 
hundreds” of songs about the gods, and 
thousands of praises. He had learned from his 
own father, also a cāmiyāṭi. Loganathan shared 
his sadness that, though he had so much to 
teach, no one was interested. He had not a 
single student, and knew that when he died all 
the knowledge he had accumulated would die 
with him.  
He was also keenly interested in 
Christianity—which he understood not as a 
rival sect but a powerful ritual system with 
unique capacities that complemented his own. 
One of the most useful things about 
Christianity, he told me, was the startling fact 
that when the dead are buried with Christian 
rites their spirits go away forever and never 
return as ghosts to haunt the living. How did 
he know this, I asked him, and was he sure? He 
assured me that he knew all the local ghosts, 
and had spoken with most of them, and not a 
single one of them had been buried as a 
Christian. He did not know how this had been 
accomplished, but he hailed it as among the 
most important benefits conferred on the slum 
by local pastors, whom he seemed to regard as 
professional colleagues. He was aware that 
they did not return the favor, though he did 
not begrudge their ignorance. In this and so 
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many other ways, Loganathan’s religious ideas 
were consistent with what I have described as 
the logic of slum religion (pp. 152–84)—the 
underlying principles and assumption about 
what constitutes religion as such, for both 
Christians and Hindus alike.  
Loganathan was already an elderly man in 
2003–4, and he is almost certainly no more. 
The last of his lineage, his knowledge will die 
with him, though I am certain there are others 
like him, somewhere, just waiting for some 
young scholar to take an interest in what they 
have to teach. I wish I had been able to delve 
deeper into his world than I did, but because 
the focus of my research was sociological, he 
appears only fleetingly in the story I tell (pp. 
180, 218). His treasure trove of knowledge 
played no role at all, because the women on 
whom my study centers were indifferent to it. 
But the fact that he existed at all and was 
ignored despite possessing such a wealth of 
knowledge, supports one major claim in my 
book. Namely, that it is not the discursive 
richness of Christianity that distinguishes it 
from Hinduism, ultimately, but its novel 
institutional form.  
The key innovation of slum Christianity 
was that it had, quite unintentionally I suspect, 
provided slum women with a public platform 
of a kind they had never previously possessed 
from which to articulate claims against 
husbands and others who had failed to care for 
them. The duty to care was attested equally by 
Hindus and Christians, who alike hailed it as 
the very essence of human morality, not linked 
to any religion in particular, but sacred 
nonetheless. Christianity provided women 
with a new language though which speak 
about care, but they understood it to be a 
universal human value, not a specifically 
Christian one. Slum women, in other words, 
did not need Christianity to teach them about 
care. What they lacked was not the words but 
the institutional means to make their 
grievances a matter of public knowledge and 
therefore collective responsibility. The 
relationship between husband and wife 
constituted a dangerous moral fault line (p. 81) 
within the slum community—one of two I 
detail in the book—in which the duty to care 
was honored as often as not in the breach. The 
mistreatment of women continued, however, 
because the sacred moral precept it violated 
remained a phantasm so long as women lacked 
the institutional means to call for help. 
There is a lesson here, I am sure. 
 
Notes 
1  I stress that the principle of native 
authority applies only to the study of lived 
religion, by which I mean religion as it is 
experience and understood in the lives of 
practitioners. The principle does not hold for 
religion as expressed in a textual corpus 
stretching over many centuries or millennia. 
Conceptualized this way, religion is an 
objective reality that, like society, is not 
reducible to participants’ ideas about it. A 
second qualification concerns the distinction 
between beliefs and practices. In contrast to 
Robert Orsi and other scholars of lived 
religion, I hold that the principle of native 
authority applies stricto sensu only to belief, 
not practices. For in contrast to beliefs, 
practices are only partially defined by 
participants’ ideas about them, a point pithily 
expressed by Michel Foucault’s observation 
that “people know what they do; they 
frequently know why they do what they do; 
but what they don’t [necessarily] know is what 
what they do does” (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982: 
187). 
2  Hinduism famously emphasizes correct 
practice (orthopraxy) over correct belief 
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creedal traditions like Christianity and Islam. 
But the absence of a single orthodoxy in the 
Hindu tradition does not imply and absence of 
belief of the kind anthropologists are 
concerned with, which includes the full range 
of implicit codes and assumptions through 
which human beings comprehend their world. 
In this sense belief does not stand in contrast 
to religious practice but is intrinsic to it. 
Religious practices necessarily entail beliefs of 
some sort, even if unformulated, for example 
the belief that a particular ritual ought to be 
performed or that some benefit (spiritual or 
otherwise) will come of it. 
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Christ-Centered Bhakti:  




Abstract: Bhakti (loving devotion) centered on 
and directed to Jesus Christ—or what I here 
call "Christ-centred bhakti"—is an 
increasingly popular religious practice in 
India and elsewhere. The first half of this 
paper seeks to explore some of the roots of the 
contemporary spiritual practice of bhakti 
poetry which has been written and/or is being 
sung in India. An overview of bhakti in a 
broader sense provides the necessary 
foundation so as to then explore and 
contextualise the emerging practice of Christ-
centered bhakti poetry—often called ‘Yeshu’ 
(Jesus) or ‘Khrist’ (Christ) bhajans (devotional 
hymns)—within the broader theological and 
experiential frameworks of Hindu bhakti. To 
structure this contextualization, I draw upon a 
helpful observation by Jessica Frazier: scholars 
generally approach bhakti as either a concept, 
a historical movement, or an experience. The 
first half of this paper interacts with each of 
these understandings of bhakti in order to 
provide the reader with some necessary 
context of bhakti in its broader and more 
commonly known expressions—most of which 
are in Hindu contexts. 
The second half of this paper focuses on 
Christ-centered bhakti, drawing from both 
ethnographic fieldwork and literary analysis, 
and explores how Christ-centered bhakti can 
be situated within bhakti’s broader historical 
and literary expressions. I highlight some of 
the expressions of Christ-centered bhakti 
through focusing specifically on one bhajan, 
‘Man Mera,’ and reading it alongside bhajans 
by the 16th-century Rajasthani poet-saint 
Mirabai. The focus on Christ-centred bhakti 
documents and demonstrates some of the 
ways in which bhakti is being practiced with 
Christian idioms and in Christian contexts. 
And, significantly, it reveals the various ways 
that some Christians grapple with their faith 
in Jesus and embrace an existential 
uncertainty with regard to their sense of God. 
 
VRINDI1 tossed the end of her dupatta over her 
shoulder and pulled back her long, dark hair, 
securing it with a hair clip. Her sister handed 
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her an assortment of colourful material that 
she had just measured and cut, and after a few 
adjustments Vrindi began slowly feeding the 
material through the sewing machine. There 
were four women, and myself, in the small 
room, surrounded by metres of fabric, sewing 
patterns, an assortment of scissors, thread, 
and sewing pins, and the one coveted sewing 
machine. Two of the women came from a 
nearby slum, to which they had returned after 
ceasing their involvement with a local sex-
trafficking trade. Vrindi and her sister were 
from a nearby Christian church which ran a 
ministry targeted at helping slum dwellers—
particularly former sex-workers—to learn 
skills such as sewing or handicrafts so that 
they could work toward supporting 
themselves and their families financially. The 
pastor of the church rented out the space for 
the women to work in; the room was small and 
the building was rundown and rickety, but it 
served its purpose in allowing women to learn 
various handicrafts, which they could then 
sell. 
Vrindi began humming a quiet tune, and 
her sister joined in after a few moments. 
Before long, the other two women in the room 
were also singing along as the five of us 
measured, cut, pinned, and stitched:  
Bhajo nam, bhajo nam, bhajo nam, Yeshu 
nam.  
Yeshu nam, Yeshu nam, Yeshu nam, Yeshu 
nam.  
Sab bhakti karo mil gao Yeshu nam re. 
 
(Praise the name, praise the name, praise 
the name, Jesus’ name. 
Jesus’ name, Jesus’ name, Jesus’ name, 
Jesus’ name.  
We all sing Jesus’ name with devotion.)2 
This paper first seeks to explore some of 
the roots of the contemporary spiritual 
practice of bhakti poetry which has been 
written and/or is being sung in India. An 
overview of bhakti in a broader sense provides 
the necessary foundation so as to then explore 
and contextualise the emerging practice of 
Christ-centered bhakti poetry—often called 
‘Yeshu’ (Jesus) or ‘Khrist’ (Christ) bhajans 
(devotional hymns)—within the broader 
theological and experiential frameworks of 
Hindu devotion (bhakti.) Recent theological 
and anthropological studies of Khrist bhakti, 
as well as some of my preliminary fieldwork in 
parts of North India, have suggested that 
Christ-centered bhakti is on the rise as a form 
of spiritual practice.3 Christ-centered bhakti is 
not a monolithic devotional form but has 
many diverse expressions. It has been 
suggested that the increasing popularity of 
Christ-centered bhakti is due to its unique 
combination of traditionally-Hindu forms of 
bhakti spirituality and some Christian 
teachings.4  The four women mentioned in the 
above vignette all grew up in Hindu families. 
While Vrindi and her sister have come to 
identify with a Christian church community in 
many ways, the other two women shy away 
from Christian institutions because they 
perceive Christian teachings as an outright 
rejection of their Hindu traditions.5 The 
practice of Christ-centered bhakti offers an 
interesting middle-ground to such individuals, 
as it exists as a sort of dynamic ‘hybridization’ 
of some aspects of both Hindu and Christian 
spiritualties. 
A helpful article by Jessica Frazier raises 
important questions about the ways in which 
Western scholars have often approached 
bhakti. Frazier prompts scholars to examine 
their assumptions regarding bhakti. She asks, 
‘Is [bhakti] really a distinct ‘movement’ with 
discrete boundaries […]? Is it a category of 
identity, an attitude to god, a cultural 
grammar of practice, or a particularly intense 
and vital tone of religious life?’6 Summarising 
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some of the key trends in the current 
literature on bhakti, she offers three different 
ways through which one can approach the 
phenomenon: (1) bhakti as a concept related 
to philosophical notions such as 
transcendence, and what it might mean to 
‘share in,’ or to be part of, a bigger whole; (2) 
bhakti as a movement that occurred in distinct 
geographical places at distinct times in 
history; (3) bhakti as an experience, yoga, and 
emotion in which individuals embody and live 
out the concept of sharing in or being united 
with a transcendent sacred, generally though 
the means of adoration and devotion.  
These three distinct categories are 
important conceptual tools for approaching 
the topic of bhakti, but I think it is more useful 
to think of them as somewhat-discernible 
threads that interweave and overlap to 
comprise a bigger whole. That is, each of the 
three categories are deeply connected and 
naturally interwoven with the other two. In 
this paper, I approach the contemporary 
experience of Christ-centered bhakti as part of 
a larger concept that has been influenced by 
several historical movements. Though I make 
an effort to distinguish between the concept, 
the experience, and the historical movements 
of bhakti, the reader will note that they are 
interwoven together throughout this paper. 
Likewise, while I focus specifically on one 
bhajan (‘Man Mera’) that is centered on the 
figure of Jesus in order to highlight some of the 
expressions within Christ-centered bhakti, it 
will become clear to the reader that such 
bhakti poetry cannot be totally extracted and 
isolated from the broader expression of 
bhakti. In particular, I refer often to one 
expression of bhakti within a 16th century 
Hindu context—that of the Rajasthani poet-
saint Mirabai. A consideration of Mira bhajans 
as well as some other bhajans within Hindu 
bhakti contexts helps to elucidate the ways in 
which contemporary Christ-centered bhajans 
build from medieval expressions of bhakti.  
 
1) Bhakti as a concept 
Bhakti has been defined as ‘the offering of 
one’s heart fully to the divine in everything 
one feels, thinks, and does.’7 While there is 
some ambiguity surrounding terms like ‘heart’ 
and ‘the divine,’ this definition is helpful in 
gaining a broad understanding of bhakti. 
However, further nuancing is required in 
order to gain an understanding of the 
conceptual ranges of bhakti. This first section 
explores three key features through which 
bhakti has been conceptualised. These include: 
bhakti as an embodied expression that relies 
on an individual’s corporeal experiences; 
bhakti as an act of single-minded (ekanta) love 
and longing which can be understood 
analogically as the love of a woman for her 
beloved; and bhakti as devotion which 
perseveres in the midst of divine absence.  
 
i. Embodied expression 
The term bhakti, often translated as 
devotion or devotional love, is derived from 
the Sanskrit word bhaj. Crucially, bhaj is an 
embodied concept: the term bhaj could be 
used to refer to the taste of something, or to 
describe the act of distribution or sharing, or 
participating in something.8 Most 
interestingly, the nuances of this term can be 
reflected in the devotional self-offerings of 
bhakti. Bhakti often involves somatic 
processes that are visible to an outside viewer. 
While, as this paper will go on to suggest, high 
forms of bhakti require mental resolve and 
could thus be said to exist within a mental or 
emotional, rather than a physical, realm, 
bhakti is itself an embodied concept in that it 
makes use of an individual’s physical body. 
Engaging one’s body in loving acts of devotion 
such as bowing low to touch the feet of a guru 
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or deity, bathing a statue of the deity in water, 
milk, or ghee (rarefied butter), presenting a 
camphor flame during an aarti (worship 
ceremony) are some of the ways through 
which embodied bhakti occurs.   
An individual’s physical body also plays a 
crucial role in bhakti poetry more generally. 
As an aesthetic form, bhakti poetry is 
performed: it is presented almost exclusively 
orally, rather than as a written product, and 
bhajniks (bhajan singers) who travel 
throughout rural and semi-urban India 
continue to perform many of the bhajans 
composed centuries ago.9 Referring to the 
ways in which bhajans were either composed 
on the spot or created in a fashion that did not 
require written forms, Indian poet Dilip Chitre 
uses the term ‘orature’ to encapsulate this 
oral-based art form. In this sense, bhajans not 
only assume an oral quality when being 
performed to an audience, but indeed rely on 
the oral delivery as a fundamental component 
of the creation of the bhajans.10 Furthermore, 
the content of bhajans was often reflected in 
the poets’ lives; the poets ‘embodied bhakti in 
their own experiences, their visions […], their 
pilgrimages […], and the community of 
bhaktas.’11 In this sense, bhajans—especially in 
their embodied performances—can be seen as 
a practice of bhakti that is itself acted out in 
the poets’ lives; embodiment is thus crucial to 
bhakti.  
 
ii. The femininity of bhakti  
Graham Schweig explores the way in 
which bhakti is associated with femininity 
through focusing on the Bhagavata Purana 
(BhP), a central devotional Hindu text (c. 1000 
CE).  Schweig centres in on one particular 
divine drama (lila) within the BhP which has 
been championed by some Vaisnava traditions 
as exhibiting one of the most intimate forms of 
bhakti: the love which the cowherd maidens 
(gopis) have for Krishna. This five-chapter 
lila—referred to as the Rasa Lila—symbolises 
the ‘boundless love between divinity and 
devotee’ and is often pointed to as an eternal 
archetype of the bhakti that present-day 
bhaktas ought to aspire to.12 The Rasa Lila 
revolves around a particular style of dance 
that was often performed in South Asia during 
harvest time. In this narrative of the rasa, 
several gopis in the picturesque landscape of 
pastoral Vraja hear the sound of Krishna’s 
flute. At the moment of hearing the music, 
their minds become captured by Krishna, and 
they are enraptured by him (10.29.1-4.) The 
women leave behind their household duties 
and rush to find Krishna and his music in the 
forest. In a mysterious way, Krishna multiplies 
himself so that each woman experiences a 
dance with him simultaneously.  
The gopis experience an intense love for 
Krishna, whom they view as their one true lord 
and divine lover, and they seek to devote 
themselves solely to him. Their love for him is 
described as so deep that they are willing to do 
anything within their means to please 
Krishna, even if it would result in great 
personal hardship for themselves. There is a 
popular legend which encapsulates this 
sentiment: Krishna has a headache and 
requires dust from a devotee’s feet in order to 
cure it. While a number of Krishna devotees 
shirked from this thought, the gopis were 
eager to give the dust from their feet, even 
though they assumed that doing so would 
negatively affect their karmic status by 
transferring karmic demerit.13    This sort of 
self-sacrificing devotional love could be 
understood as the essence of bhakti.14 To 
practice this form of bhakti is to be so madly in 
love that one does not consider any negative 
consequences that one might accrue from the 
act of loving.15  
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The exaltation of feminine devotion to a 
high spiritual status within bhakti contexts is 
particularly evident in the above-mentioned 
portrayal of the gopis’ love for Krishna, but it 
can be further noted in bhakti contexts more 
broadly. For example, many of the female 
bhakti poets proclaim the divine Lover as their 
husband both in and outside of their bhajans. 
The poet Mahadeviyakka (c.1130-1160) writes 
that ‘my lord, white as jasmine, is my 
husband.’16 Likewise, Mirabai (c. 1600), a 
widely recognised female bhakti poet, also 
proclaims Krishna as her only true husband in 
her poetry. Mira further challenged the 
gendered duty (dharma) of a Rajput female 
through devoting herself to Krishna alone: 
although she did marry, she refused to 
consummate her marriage with her earthly 
husband nor did she perform the self-
immolation of a Hindu widow (sati) at her 
husband’s death.17 
This association of one’s lord with one’s 
husband is reflected in some of the languages 
used in modern Indian contexts more 
broadly—for instance, that the Hindi word pati 
is used for both husband and lord/master, 
thus blurring the lines between the human 
and divine identities. However, within 
discussions of bhakti, it is more common to 
emphasise the extent to which any 
individual—no matter his or her biological 
sex—adopts a female posture in reference to 
God. There is a popular tale which illustrates 
this notion: when Mirabai visited the holy city 
of Vrindaban (a famous pilgrimage site for 
devotees of Krishna), she was not permitted to 
meet with a male ascetic (sadhu) who had 
taken a vow that he would not speak with 
women. Commenting on this vow, Mira 
retorted, ‘Are there any men in Vrindaban 
except Lord Krishna?’ Mira’s striking question 
prompted the sadhu to recall how he, too, 
ought to conceptualise himself as a female—as 
a gopi—if he wished to truly embody Krishna-
bhakti.18  
Schweig argues that this call to ‘feminise’ 
oneself in order to fully submit to God does not 
necessarily entail that women are depicted as 
being socially subordinate to men. Far from 
this, he claims, ‘[the feminine] role of the 
Gopis is itself evidence of a culture attempting 
to break out of the constrictive social norms in 
which it has been ensconced.’19 In other words, 
according to Schweig, the femininisation of 
bhakti can be viewed as encouraging women 
to step outside of the traditionally-female role, 
emphasised by normative texts such as the 
Manusmrti (c. 200 CE), of being a wife and 
mother. In this sense, bhakti enables 
individuals (males and females alike) to focus 
strictly on their own spiritual state rather 
than being concerned with social or family 
matters; bhakti can therefore be understood as 
‘the best and easiest path to liberation,’ and it 
is revered above other paths to liberation such 
as those of knowledge (jnana) and action 
(karma).20  
Nevertheless, the femininisation of Hindu 
bhakti causes one to consider whether this 
analogy of God (as a husband to whom human 
beings submit themselves in feminised 
devotional love) might further contribute to a 
hierarchy of gender in which women are 
viewed as subordinate to men, thereby 
perpetuating a social hierarchy between males 
and females.  
 
iii. The highest form of bhakti  
Without entering into a detailed 
discussion of the gendered-question of female 
subordination, the femininisation of bhakti 
further leads us to consider not simply the act 
of expressing devotion to a husband or lord, 
but the very concept of devotion itself. That is 
to say, one must ask the questions ‘What does 
true devotion look like?’ and ‘Ought one’s 
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devotion continue when the one to whom 
devotion is directed has gone?’ As the above-
mentioned lila within the BhP suggests, the 
gopis have deep bhakti while Krishna is 
present. However, the narrative continues to 
unfold with a crucial moment that is most 
pertinent to gaining an understanding of the 
concept of bhakti: Krishna disappears.   
This disappearance of the divine is crucial 
because it leads to a higher degree of bhakti 
for the gopis. Later on, after re-appearing to 
the gopis who had been lamenting in his 
absence, Krishna explains: 
 ‘…in order/ to strengthen their love, / I 
may not return even the love / of those 
who love me; / Like a poor man who 
obtains / a treasure and then loses it, / 
Such a person knows nothing else, / filled 
with no other thought / than regaining 
that treasure. […] It was out of love for you 
/ that I became invisible / though you 
were never removed from my sight.’21  
This alternating spiral of presence and 
absence suggests that the highest expression 
of bhakti is not simply to have attained union 
with the divine and to show loving devotion in 
the midst of that experience of divine 
presence, but to persevere in seeking ‘the 
absent beloved’ (BhP 6.11.26) even in the midst 
of being tormented by the divine absence.22 
This phenomenon is what Nancy Martin calls 
the ‘paradox of union and separateness in 
intimacy,’ which, she argues, is the most 
intimate manner in which bhaktas express 
their full devotion to God.23  And so, while 
many bhakti poems describe a deep sense of 
intimacy with God, these are themselves 
contextualised within broader stories of 
autobiographical voices which speak of doubt, 
loss, and longing for the intimacy that they 
once felt. For example, alongside attestations 
of intimacy with Shiva, the bhakti poet 
Mahadeviyakka writes of the feeling of longing 
for her Lord: ‘I look at the road / for his 
coming. / If he isn’t coming, / I pine and waste 
away. […] When he’s away / I cannot wait / to 
get a glimpse of him./ […].’24    
In the accounts of Mira’s bhakti to Krishna, 
Mira is also portrayed as being deeply aware of 
the sense of God’s absence. In a Mira bhajan 
collected by Parita Mukta, Mira tells of her 
acute loneliness. She sings, ‘I have given of my 
mind and body/ I want to reach the door of the 
beloved./Giridhar, I have left the marjad 
[honour] of the kul [clan] for you.’25 In her 
analysis of the bhajan, Mukta points out that 
Mira is in pain not because of the loss of her 
social status and family ties, or even because 
of her lack of material wealth, but from her 
discovery ‘that the instances of seeing her 
Beloved on her veil are momentary.’26  
Countless Mira bhajans profess that her love is 
for Krishna alone (i.e. preferring ‘saffron 
robes’ to ‘rubies’ and desiring the company of 
‘sadhus’ over ‘princes’27 or stating that ‘there 
is no feeling for [the Rana] in [Mira’s] heart 
today.’28 These bhajans repeatedly speak to the 
human experience in which, despite all one’s 
best efforts and spiritual pursuits, God seems 
absent. The highest bhakti is achieved in 
continuing in devotional love despite 
experiencing the absence of God.  
In lived traditions of bhakti, there can be 
immense difficulty in enacting this persistent 
devotion. This might be because human 
nature has a certain fallibility to it that, 
despite the best of intentions and the highest 
of aspirations, makes persevering in the face 
of doubt rather difficult. While Mira is, for the 
most part, championed as a bhakta who stood 
strong in her devotion despite any lapses of 
experiencing divine presence, some 
contemporary expressions of bhakti suggest 
that this depth of devotion is difficult to 
maintain in the midst of divine absence. This 
painful paradox between the doctrinal ideal 
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and the lived-out practice of religion is an 
ongoing focus of study that anthropologists 
note when exploring lived religious 
traditions.29  
Within the ethnographic literature on 
Krishna bhakti, there is a case study that 
effectively demonstrates this dialectic 
between divine presence and divine absence. 
Shrivatsa Goswami and Margaret Case draw 
from their ethnographic work in Vindraban to 
describe a group of Krishna bhaktas who 
believe they have witnessed the reappearance 
of Krishna in the form of a bhramara (a small 
bumblebee like insect.)30  The community 
attributes this reappearance to their long 
history of Krishna-bhakti. One can note here 
the belief that bhakti can lead to miraculous 
signs and even tangible glimpses of God. Thus, 
there is a certain reciprocity at play between 
such experiences of divine presence and 
continuation of bhakti. That is, it is not a one-
way influence in which bhakti leads to 
sightings of God, but rather a feedback loop in 
which sightings of God also prompt one to 
develop more and more bhakti.  Certainly, in 
the case of the above-mentioned Krishna 
devotees, their experience of Krishna’s 
reappearance ultimately strengthened and 
increased their bhakti but, importantly, the 
fleeting moment of divine presence and the 
subsequent experience of divine absence also 
left them in a state of longing (in which they 
desired to experience an even-more tangible 
sighting of God) and bewilderment 
(wondering if what they had experienced was 
really God.)31  
I now turn to a case study from my 
fieldwork on Christ-centered bhakti to 
illustrate the way in which this ‘highest form’ 
of bhakti in which an individual retains his or 
her devotion to God even in the midst of God’s 
seeming-absence can be an extraordinarily 
difficult task.32 Mahima, who grew up in a 
Hindu family, was introduced to some 
teachings about Jesus Christ when she was in 
her early twenties and was living in Mumbai. 
Upon hearing stories from other individuals 
who had devoted themselves to Jesus and 
begun to experience positive changes in their 
lives that they attributed to the blessings of 
Jesus, Mahima began to wonder whether she 
too ought to devote herself to this god. After 
all, she reasoned, some of the stories seemed 
quite remarkable. One of Mahima’s friends, 
Rupesh (who I later spoke with separately) had 
also grown up in a devout Hindu family and 
knew little about Christian teachings. When 
Rupesh’s paternal aunt was diagnosed with 
HIV and was given only a few months left to 
live, his family tried to do whatever they could 
to extend her life. When none of their efforts 
seemed to be working, a distant relative told 
them that he had heard of a Christian church 
on the outskirts of Mumbai that was 
apparently renowned for miraculous 
healings—they could take the aunt there, he 
suggested. After some deliberation, Rupesh’s 
father consented, and he and Rupesh brought 
Rupesh’s aunt to the church. Within days after 
their visit, the aunt’s physical condition 
seemed to be improving. Within weeks, she 
began to gain weight to fill in her at-that-point 
skeletal/fragile frame. Rupesh explains that 
his entire family now devotes themselves to 
Jesus Christ. Rupesh attends a Protestant 
Christian church on a weekly basis and is an 
established part of a Christian community, 
while other members of his family continue 
going to Hindu temples or various churches; 
thus, they identify as Yeshu (Jesus) bhaktas.  
It was stories such as those of Rupesh and 
his family that attracted Mahima to the idea of 
devoting herself to Jesus. Suspecting her 
family would not condone her regular 
attendance at a Christian church, Mahima 
continued going to a small Hindu shrine close 
35
Staff: Volume 32, Full Contents
Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2019
34 Nadya Pohran 
 
to her family’s home, but she also began to 
sporadically visit a prominent Christian 
church in the area. At this church, Mahima 
bowed down before a figure of Jesus, lit a 
camphor flame and held it toward the figure as 
an offering. On her way to the church, she 
purchased garlands of marigolds and other 
flowers to leave at the shrine, in a way that is 
common to many Hindu expressions of 
worship. Mahima then began to express her 
devotion to Jesus in this way, and began to 
identify herself as a Yeshu-bhakta. As time 
went on, she devoted herself to Jesus with 
fervour. But, after a period of about six 
months, when she still did not experience 
miracles of the sort that had first attracted her 
to Christ, she slowly abandoned her devotion 
to Jesus and instead directed her religious 
devotion to gods other than Jesus. Mahima 
explained, ‘[Rupesh] and his family, they had 
that miracle [of the aunt’s healing of HIV], and 
[Rupesh] talks with Jesus every day in his 
bedroom even, but not me—I do not feel 
[Jesus.]’ 
I think that both the case of the Krishna 
bhaktas in Vrindaban as well as the case of 
Mahima are good examples of the ways in 
which the performance of bhakti in the midst 
of divine absence or seeming-separation is 
indeed a persevering task. Both cases suggest 
that, while this highest form of bhakti may 
continue to be strived for, individuals also 
want to experience occasional glimpses of an 
incarnate Lord so as to motivate a 
continuation of bhakti.  
 
2) Bhakti as historical movements 
Having now explored bhakti as a concept, 
we can turn to exploring bhakti as a set of 
historical movements. The historical bhakti 
movements have a notable breadth and depth 
to them and are interwoven throughout a 
wide variety of cultural histories of Hinduism. 
I here seek to contextualise contemporary 
expressions of bhakti within central Hindu 
texts and within the historical bhakti 
movements.  
 
i. Bhakti within foundational Hindu texts 
The practice of bhakti has been traced 
back to classical Hindu texts such as the Rig 
Veda (c. 1500 BCE) which, as Lorenzen points 
out, contains ‘many quite personal hymns’ and 
‘manifest[s] bhakti to gods such as Indra, 
Varuna, Agni, Rudra, and Vishnu.’33 One form 
of bhakti has also been noted within the 
Upanisads (c. 600 BCE), even though the actual 
word ‘bhakti’ occurs only once in the entirety 
of the early Upanisads—toward the end of the 
Svetasvatara Upanisad (6.23.)34 Here, one finds 
a number of themes which heavily influenced 
the subsequent development of what we now 
refer to as ‘bhakti movements,’ such as its 
rejection of Vedic sacrifices and its focus on 
internal sacrifices which are directed toward a 
supreme deity, whether Vishnu or Shiva.35   
A more prominent expression of bhakti in 
classical Hindu texts can be found in the 
Bhagavad Gita (c.400 CE); the Gita is the first 
text which introduces bhakti as ‘a method of 
religious experience that leads to liberation.’36 
One section in the fourth chapter of the Gita 
depicts a key component of bhakti—that of the 
avataras of Vishnu—and the latter chapters of 
the Gita explain how Krishna-bhakti will lead 
to spiritual liberation.37 In its discussion of 
bhakti as a means of spiritual liberation, the 
Gita does not discriminate against individuals 
from lower castes or between genders.38 The 
writings of the medieval Maharashtra poet-
saint Tukaram demonstrate the belief that 
bhakti is a central spiritual path to the divine. 
Specifically, his poems ‘The Ascetic,’ ‘I’ve Not 
a Single Fraud,’ ‘He’s Not a Brahmin Who 
Abhors,’ and ‘If You Don’t Keep the Ashramas’ 
all express the sentiment that the practice of 
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bhakti is the truest form of spirituality, while 
the lives of Brahmins and even ascetics are 
inadequate when compared to the fervent 
devotion that characterises bhakti.39  
The most central bhakti text is the 
Bhagavata Purana, which, as mentioned 
above, has been championed by some 
Vaishnava traditions as exhibiting one of the 
most inspirational forms of bhakti. In addition 
to outlining the gopis bhakti for Krishna, the 
BhP attributes ‘the ease and wide availability 
of bhakti as a means of liberation’ to the 
current time period of the Kali Yuga (dark 
period), thereby ascribing a redeeming quality 
to the cycle of time traditionally thought of as 
the worst part of Hinduism’s linear cycle of 
time.40 Lorenzen provides an excellent 
summary of the works of several academic 
scholars (e.g. Friedhelm Hardy 1983 and J.A.B. 
van Buitenen 1968) who distinguish between 
‘emotional bhakti’ and ‘intellectual bhakti.’41  
 
ii. The development of bhakti movements  
Though bhakti as a devotional practice did 
not truly flourish until the 4th-6th centuries CE 
in Northern India, scholars have noted the 
numerous places in which bhakti slowly arose 
across the Indian continent. Some scholars 
have portrayed these bhakti movements as 
being transmitted from one region to another 
(e.g. Ramanujan 1973). An old Sanskrit saying, 
quoted in the introduction to an anthology of 
bhakti poetry, also encapsulates this 
sentiment: ‘Bhakti took birth in Dravidian 
lands/ ripened in Karnataka, came to/ 
womanhood in Maharashtra, and grew/ 
crone-like in Gujarat. / Reaching Vrindavana 
she re-emerged/a nubile young woman.’42 
However, Lorenzen in particular emphasises 
the differences of each of these regional 
movements, stating that ‘the appearance of 
powerful sociocultural movements based on 
bhakti in different regions in different 
centuries must be explained treating each case 
in its own historical context.’43 For such 
reason, even though they share some essential 
features, we must be cautious when referring 
to ‘the historical bhakti movements’ in 
sweeping terms; rather, we must be certain to 
emphasise its internal pluralities. 
Many of the historical bhakti movements 
are understood as developing as complex sets 
of responses to Vedic traditions.44 Bhakti 
movements rejected the divisions 
traditionally placed in Brahmanical Hindu 
cultures between higher and lower caste 
individuals based on caste norms. Such bhakti 
movements have been referred to as 
‘avarnadharmi movements’ in that they reject 
the notion that individuals should follow 
certain socio-religious duties (dharma) on the 
basis of the caste (varna) they are born into.45 
These avarnadharmi movements emphasised 
that spiritual liberation by means of bhakti 
was available for all individuals, regardless of 
gender, caste, or social status.46 Many bhakti 
poet-saints are originally from a low-caste or 
reject their high-caste status and purposefully 
disregard inter-caste boundaries.47 For 
example, although Mira was born into a high-
caste family of good social standing, Mira 
endured social alienation from her clan (kul) 
due to her rejection of the ruling Rajput 
lifestyle through refusing to consummate her 
marriage with the Rana. She additionally 
declared Rohidas, a leather-worker from an 
‘untouchable’ caste, as her guru, thus 
furthering the ways in which peasants and 
other low-caste member society could relate 
to her devotionally-reconfigured identities. In 
this way, Mira became ‘a symbol through 
which [low-caste individuals] have voiced 
their rejection of the authority of the Rana.’48 
It is therefore not surprising that the vast 
majority of Mira bhajans that are sung today 
continue to portray her as a woman from a 
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high-caste background who challenged the 
caste norms and disregarded the social 
boundaries it tried to enforce.49  
 
iii. The rise of bhakti poetry50 
The historical contexts of the bhakti 
movements gave rise to the creation of bhakti 
poetry and bhajans. Stephen Taylor describes 
how music has been used in Hindu religious 
rituals for centuries, especially in morning 
rituals at temples, as a sonic medium to reach 
the sacred.51 Bhakti poetry and bhajans 
continue in the tradition of utilising music as 
a sacred medium, but focus on the diction and 
themes contained within the words rather 
than on the style of music itself.52 Bhakti 
poetry, written in the vernacular, often 
centres around vivid imagery and sometimes 
blunt statements by the poet-speaker. 
Schelling identifies six features that 
characterise bhakti poetry. These include: the 
authority and character of the poet’s voice (in 
that many early bhajans were composed 
spontaneously by the poet-speaker, and even 
composed works were rarely written down 
until centuries later), the ‘highly-developed 
process of thinking in images,’ an intensity of 
passion and honesty, a listening-audience who 
figuratively enters the poem and becomes a 
part of its narrative, an ‘animal-body 
rootedness’ (the poem incorporates both body 
and spirit), and a willingness to view the poet 
as a ‘shaman.’53  
The style of bhakti bhajans sometimes 
includes multiple points of view within one 
song. Even when an entire bhajan is sung by 
one sole individual—which it often is— 
experienced listeners can easily discern the 
bhajan’s shifts between vantage points. In 
many Mira bhajans, one line is attributed to 
Mira while the next is understood to be the 
voice of the Rana or perhaps of a member of 
Mira’s family. For example, Mukta notes that 
one of the most frequently-sung Mira bhajans 
she encountered during her ethnographic 
research was a bhajan which opens with the 
perspective of Mira’s family members. In these 
lines, they admonish her: ‘Mira, leave the 
company of the sadha [renouncers]. Your 
Merto is covered with shame. Mewar is 
covered with shame.’54 The bhajan continues 
to shift back and forth between the voice of 
Mira, who asserts her reasons for remaining 
among the renouncers and ascetics rather 
than living the life of a Rajasthani princess, 
and the voices of her indignant family 
members. All of this, Mukta observes, is 
traditionally performed by a single individual.  
Bhajans tend to focus on the experiences 
and feelings of the poet-speaker, rather than 
simply being a praise song to a deity.55 In 
particular, bhajan compositions of North India 
frequently include a “signing” of the poet’s 
name within the text of the bhajan itself as a 
means of implicating the poet directly into the 
bhajan.56 Many of the poets accomplish this by 
concluding the bhajan with a couplet that 
begins with the words “[Poet’s name] says 
[…].”57 Although much of the bhajan focuses on 
the poet-speaker, they also repeatedly invoke 
a name of the deity throughout the bhajan.58 
This can be traced to a prominent Hindu belief 
in which an individual can receive total 
spiritual liberation simply by repeating and 
focusing on the Name (Nam) of a particular 
deity. For example, the Bhagavata Purana 
(BhP) stipulates that any individual can 
partake in, and benefit from, bhakti: ‘even a 
dog-eater […] even a Pulkasa, […] Antevasayins 
are purified by hearing about you, singing 
about you, and meditating on you … Bhakti  
dedicated to [Krishna] purifies even dog-
eaters of [the stigma of their] birth.’59 The BhP 
tells of the saving power of simply hearing the 
purifying name of Vishnu, claiming that, upon 
merely hearing his name, ‘one’s heart is 
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moved, tears comes to one’s eyes and the hairs 
on one’s body stand erect.’60  
 
3) The experience of bhakti  
Having first contextualised bhakti as a 
concept through which one positions oneself 
as a devotee to God, and then summarised 
some of the key historical bhakti movements 
that led to the rise of bhakti poetry and 
bhajans, I now turn to the experience of 
bhakti. It is at this point that the paper shifts 
from exploring bhakti in a more general sense, 
to looking specifically at how it can be 
expressed through Christ-centered bhakti.  
As suggested by this paper’s opening 
vignette in which the women sang bhajans 
while working on a sewing project, Christ-
centered bhakti extends beyond the walls of a 
church building or even any sort of 
specifically-religious gathering. While the 
bhajans which express and embody bhakti can 
sometimes be heard being sung in a defined 
Christian context (i.e. at a church service, a 
Yeshu satsang or at another spiritual 
gathering), the singing of bhajans often moves 
out into secular spaces, thereby suggesting a 
sort of disintegration or blurring of the line 
between ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’ space. As 
mentioned above, this type of all-pervading 
spirituality has an established history within 
many bhakti movements—notably in the ways 
in which the vast majority of the bhakti poets 
reject Vedic rituals that were the preserve of 
upper-caste Hindus. Instead, the spiritual 
practice of bhakti was to be pursued by 
individuals regardless of gender, caste, or 
social class—and, indeed, it did not absolutely 
require a religious institution for its 
enactment.61  
 
i. Christian or Hindu? 
A pertinent question in the study of 
Christ-centered bhakti is whether it can be 
appropriately labelled as either a Hindu or as a 
Christian practice—or perhaps both at once. 
Indeed, as has been discussed above, bhakti is 
a spiritual practice that emerges from 
traditionally-Hindu contexts and remains 
dominantly associated with Hinduism, but its 
Christ-centered expressions suggest 
affiliations with Christian theological and 
ecclesiological ideas about the nature of God 
and the people of God. Accordingly, this 
results in Christ-centered bhakti having a 
somewhat ambiguous ‘hybrid’ religious status. 
The question of whether a particular 
‘Indian Christian’ spiritual practice ought to be 
viewed either as being of Indian origin (and, as 
such, claim at least some affiliation with Hindu 
practices) or as the result of foreign 
importation remains an intensely debated 
topic in scholarly discourse and social media.62 
There is tension about whether Indian 
Christian communities can be regarded as 
truly ‘Indian,’ or whether they ought to be 
regarded as the result of foreign cultures.63 
Further, the crossovers between the life-
worlds of Hinduism and Christianity through 
the conduit of bhakti have been seen as sites of 
active opposition from the standpoints of 
certain Hindu nationalist organizations. As a 
result, the religious identity of Christ-
centered bhakti enters long-standing debates 
in the fields of Indian Christianity, Indian 
religions, and Hindu-Christian studies more 
generally regarding the alleged ‘foreignness’ 
of Christianity in Indian contexts.  
Bhakti expressions of spirituality, and 
bhajans in particular, have been gradually 
woven into some Indian Christian contexts 
and are thus an interesting phenomenon 
through which to pose the above-mentioned 
question of religious affiliation. It is difficult to 
ascertain the precise time period when 
Christian communities began to incorporate 
traditional bhajans into their worship 
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practices. H.A. Popley has argued that Indian 
styles of music were used in Syrian Christian64 
worship services until at least 1835, but that 
the quality and frequency of traditional Indian 
bhajans has significantly decreased in most 
Christian churches, especially those in urban 
areas. Popley suggests that urban churches 
have been influenced by the European 
missionaries’ efforts to limit the use of bhajans 
and other spiritual traditions thought of as too 
‘Indian’ for proper Christian practice, and 
have also preferred Western music in their 
own efforts to assimilate into Western 
cultures.65 On the other hand, some historians 
document the ways in which Indian Christian 
worship contexts slowly transformed from 
strict Anglicised styles of worship music to 
musical genres that were more traditional to 
Indian cultures. For example, Hephzibah Israel 
explores the ways in which Protestant 
devotional hymns became an integral part of 
South Indian Christian worship cultures. Due 
to the presence of European missionaries, 
South Indian Christian worship in the 18th and 
19th centuries consisted largely of English or 
German hymns translated into the Tamil 
language while maintaining their original 
Western-European melodies, and these were 
played with Western musical instruments.66 
Alongside this style of music, Protestant 
Tamils began to compose their own devotional 
hymns, and set them to music that was more 
fitting to traditional Tamil musical 
conventions such as the use of rhythmic 
metre. Though these hymns steadily grew in 
number during the 18th and 19th centuries, it 
was not until the middle of the 19th century 
that such hymns began to be included in the 
printed hymnals of various churches—up until 
this point, the missionaries had resisted the 
circulation of Tamil hymns.67  
While I am at present uncertain about the 
relative proportion between traditional-
Indian bhajans versus Western-style music in 
Indian Christian churches today, bhajans 
certainly continue to be used in some 
Christian contexts. It was at a Protestant 
church in Mumbai in 2013 where I first came 
across the use of traditional-sounding bhajans 
in a Christian worship context. Since the 
church was predominantly English-speaking 
and had a significant expatriate community, 
the majority of the songs were contemporary 
western worship songs. But one of the worship 
leaders in particular sought to incorporate 
more-traditional bhajans into the church’s 
liturgical time. He explained this choice as, 
‘using Indian sounds, Indian words, and Indian 
feelings in our worship.’68 
Perhaps somewhat ironically, some of the 
bhajans that appear to be most popular among 
Indian Christians, at least among younger 
individuals who are often described as more 
‘Westernised” than their parents’ generation, 
are actually composed by westerners. Chris 
Hale, the lead musician of the band Aradhna, 
has composed over three albums of Christian 
bhajans which are widely sung inside and 
outside of India.69 Hale is a Canadian of non-
Indian origin who grew up in Nepal and then 
moved to India in his early twenties, and is 
quite familiar with traditional music styles. He 
has trained as a classical Indian musician and 
now has his own music school in Canada 
where he teaches students.70 His music 
embodies a notable combination of Hindu and 
Christian themes and includes lyrics in both 
English and Hindi (and, sometimes, Sanskrit.) 
The bhajans have been praised by many 
pastors and lay-people who I have spoken with 
in Mumbai as an exemplary merging of Indian 
tradition with worship of Jesus Christ; one 
individual even praised Aradhna’s music for 
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ii. A literary analysis of one Christ-centered 
bhajan  
I now turn to one bhajan (‘Man Mera’) of 
Hale’s which I have heard performed at a 
number of local churches in and around 
Mumbai and which I consider to be in keeping 
with other bhajans I have heard in Christian 
contexts. It would be difficult to classify any 
one bhajan as totally ‘representative’ of 
Christ-centered bhakti, since the phenomenon 
covers a vast number of theological and 
experiential themes, but this bhajan is by no 
means an outlier. As such, it can be understood 
as reflective of Christ-centered bhakti. 
Considered on its own, ‘Man Mera’ 
may not initially appear to be ‘Christian,’ as it 
speaks of God with many idioms and imageries 
that are traditionally-Hindu. But one must 
consider it within the context of other songs 
written by the same artist and in the light of 
the author’s own specifically-Christian 
religious identity, and one must note it has 
been taken up for worship use in specifically-
Christian religious contexts. As such, one 
begins to grapple with the ways in which this 
bhajan can appear simultaneously Hindu and 
Christian—readers and listeners are prompted 
to consider what it might mean to direct 
devotion to Jesus Christ through idioms and 
imageries that have been traditionally 
recognised as ‘Hindu.’ Through this melding of 
Hindu and Christian aspects, we are invited to 
look at it, to call upon the words of Francis 
Clooney, ‘without the safeguards of familiar 
interpretation and settled theological 
expectations, and […] without the comfort of 
any sure sense where things will end up.’71 
Through applying a form of reader response 
theory and adopting a ‘theopoetics’ of the sort 
applied by Clooney in his analysis of Hindu and 
Christian poetry, we can engage with this 
bhajan in terms of the dynamic interplay 
between Hindu and Christian traditions. 
Indeed, it is through considering the allusions 
to both of these rich traditions that we can use 
‘Man Mera’ as a window through which we can 
glimpse at a recent expression of Christ-
centered bhakti.   
Man Mera 
Man mera, kyon dole re 
Naina nir se bhare re 
Moh bandhan ne ghera re 
Man mera, kyon dole re? 
Maharaj biraaje aasan me 
Surya Chandra uski goda dhare 
Bhanvar se tujhe vahi tare re 
Man mera kyon dole re? 
Kshatra nakshatra uski parikramaa kare 
Tej ko uske surya naman kare 
Gaharaai uski koi na naap sake 
Ishvar mere ati aananda, ati aananda, ati 
aananda 
 
Oh my soul, why do you waver? 
Oh my eyes that are weighted with water 
I am captivated by Him; I am enclosed by 
fetters. 
Oh my soul, why do you waver? 
The great king presides on his throne. 
The sun and moon are seated at his lap. 
From the whirlpool of your suffering he 
will save you. 
Oh my soul, why do you waver? 
All the celestial bodies revolve 
continuously around him. 
The sun bows at his radiance. 
No one can measure his profoundness. 
God is my supreme bliss, my supreme bliss, 
my supreme bliss.72 
This bhajan opens with the poet-speaker 
addressing his ‘man’ (soul) and asking why it 
wavers.73 In doing so, the poet-speaker 
recognises the wandering nature of human 
individuals: we are easily-distracted creatures 
who can find it difficult to keep our eyes, much 
less our devotional love, fixed on any one 
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thing. And, while simultaneously recognising 
the wavering nature of the soul, the poet-
speaker also invokes his eyes, weighed down 
by tears. The semantic alignment of the soul 
and the eyes as highlighted in the bhajan 
imply a conceptual link between the two: the 
wavering soul and the tearful eyes seem to 
either share a common cause or are perhaps 
reciprocally-related; one feeds into the other. 
As the soul wavers, sadness ensues, and as 
sadness intensifies, the soul wavers all the 
more. 
In the third line we have the first mention 
of a Being other than the poet-speaker—there 
is Someone who has captivated the poet-
speaker. While the words ‘captivated’ and 
‘enclosed’ can be ambiguous in their 
meanings, they have certainly been used by 
other Christian poets in a specifically positive 
light.74  For example, a classic Christian hymn 
‘Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing’ written 
by Robert Robinson in the 18th century speaks 
of the benefits of being bound and fettered to 
God. Robinson writes, ‘Let Thy goodness, like a 
fetter,/ Bind my wandering heart to Thee.’ The 
imagery of being ‘captivated’ also has 
resonances with the works of the 17th century 
metaphysical poet John Donne who, in one of 
his ‘Holy Sonnets,’ pleads with God to 
‘imprison’ and ‘enthral’ him, claiming that this 
is the only way for him to truly be free. ‘Man 
Mera’ similarly portrays the act of being 
bound to or imprisoned by God as desirable 
and positive: specifically, the poet-speaker’s 
use of ‘moha’ (to be captivated by) and ‘ghera’ 
(to be enclosed by) suggests this entrapment 
by divine love to be a positive state. In 
particular, the Hindi word ‘moha’ holds 
undertones of endearment and affection.75  
And yet, while works such as Robinson’s 
and Donne’s are clearly addressed to God, the 
poet-speaker in ‘Man Mera’ addresses 
himself—or, rather, his soul (‘man’). At three 
times in the bhajan, the poet-speaker asks ‘Oh 
my soul, why do you waver?’ This leitmotif 
resonates with some biblical texts and also 
traditional bhajans. Firstly, this act of 
addressing one’s soul is reminiscent of Psalm 
42 in which David poses the question, ‘Why art 
thou downcast oh my soul, and why art thou 
disquieted within me?’76 But, secondly, this 
self-interrogative feature also shares its style 
with traditional bhajans which are not just 
hymns sung directly to God, but rather are 
about God, the Great King (‘Maharaj’), with 
particular attention being paid to the 
emotions and experiences of the poet-speaker. 
This pattern of self-inquiry within devotional 
contexts is in keeping with traditional bhakti 
poems in Hindu traditions, since ‘in bhakti the 
poem’s emotion and its drama stay focused on 
the poet. They are rarely simple praise poems 
to a deity.’77 Interpreting the bhajan in this 
sense, the reader can learn about the poet-
speaker’s understanding of God’s majesty 
through focusing on the complementing 
imagery which fills the poem, and on the 
emotions expressed by the poet-speaker.   
In line six of ‘Man Mera,’ the poet-speaker 
states that the sun and the moon are seated 
(‘dhare’) at the lap of God. In Hindi, the word 
‘dhare,’ from the verb ‘dharna,’ is one of the 
words used for the English ‘to sit.’78 But given 
the availability of more common verbs for ‘to 
sit’ such as ‘baithana,’ it is interesting to note 
the artist’s selection of ‘dharna.’ ‘Dharna’ 
holds particular connotations that seem 
important in the context of this hymn—
namely, ‘dharna’ in modern Hindi is a form of 
non-violent protesting.  ‘Dharna’ was one of 
the styles of civil disobedience used by Gandhi 
during India’s anti-colonial movement, and it 
remains an ongoing political practice 
throughout India as a means of showing 
submission and respect while seeking justice.79 
Overall, ‘dharna’ is a purposeful act which 
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involves concentration and determination of 
the mind, rather than simply a bodily position. 
With this understanding of ‘dharna’ as a 
contemplative and yet active form of waiting, 
one might deduce that the poet-speaker 
portrays even the sun and the moon as being 
oriented toward the throne of God, perhaps 
emphasising that worship of God occurs on a 
cosmic level.   
While I have translated line nine as ‘all the 
celestial bodies revolve continuously around 
him,’ the original Hindi contains slightly more 
nuance that cannot be adequately captured in 
an English translation.  In Indian folklore, 
‘kshatra’ encapsulates divine power and 
‘nakshatra’ is the place where the moon and 
other planets orbit.80 As such, while there are 
connotations of ‘sun’ and ‘moon’ contained 
within this phrase, the poet-speaker describes 
more than just the sun and the moon; the very 
arenas in which the sun and moon exist 
revolve around God and his divine power.  The 
reader is reminded of line six, which 
specifically describes the sun and the moon as 
sitting at God’s lap. It is a rather striking image 
to envision God as the great king at whose lap 
even the sun and moon sit down at, but also 
around whom the entire universe revolves. 
For the reader familiar with Hindu folklore 
and mythic narratives, the imagery of celestial 
bodies might bring to mind stories from the 
Bhagavata Purana of the infant Krishna whose 
mother looked in his mouth and gasped in awe 
on seeing the entire universe contained 
therein.81 
The poet-speaker concludes that the 
profoundness (‘gaharaai’) of God is 
immeasurable (or, perhaps even more 
accurately to the original Hindi, ‘without 
size’).82 God is portrayed as a great king who is 
both separate from the universe and 
intimately present to it. He is someone worthy 
of being captured (‘moha’) by and is worthy of 
high praise. And yet the poet-speaker 
continues to waver and wander away from this 
God, and cannot hold steadfast in devotional 
love. Where the Psalmist David commands his 
soul to ‘put your hope in God,’ the poet-
speaker here instead reminds himself of the 
profound depths of God, the divine bliss. There 
seems to be a certain level of acceptance with 
the wavering of the soul, as if the poet-speaker 
has resigned himself to this aspect of human 
fallibility. While there is no direct mention of 
feeling the absence of God (which accounts for 
much of the ‘wavering’ found within the 
bhakti tradition), the very act of wavering 
indeed resonates with expressions of bhakti. A 
bhakta, after all, is one who recognises the 
supremacy and the profound depths of God, 
and who desperately desires to devote oneself 
to God on account of this recognition, but who 
still struggles to be fully suffused with divine 
love.83  
And yet, even while recognising the 
temptation to wander away from God, bhakti 
poetry revolves around the individual who 
recognises their ‘wandering’ and ‘wavering’ 
but continues to re-orient themselves to God 
in the midst of their uncertainty. Indeed, this 
mental resolve to persevere is the highest 
level of bhakti. Certainly, in this bhajan, the 
poet-speaker can be understood to re-orient 
himself to God through the three-fold 
reminder that God is ‘my supreme bliss (ati 




This paper began by exploring and 
summarising some of the key themes and key 
expressions of bhakti in a more general 
sense—that is, bhakti as it is often practiced in 
Hindu contexts. This set the stage for 
exploring bhakti as it is practiced in Christ-
centered contexts—the knowledge of the first 
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formed the foundation on which an 
understanding of Christ-centered bhakti could 
be formulated. An understanding of bhakti—
that is, as it is traditionally expressed in Hindu 
contexts—is needed so to explore the 
expressions of Christ-centered bhakti; indeed, 
we can see various resonances of traditional 
bhakti in the context of expressing worship 
and devotion to Christ. And yet, at the same 
time, Christ-centered bhakti can further act as 
an interpretive and informative lens that we 
can now use in our understanding of bhakti 
more broadly—and this, among other reasons, 
can act as a motivation to conduct further 
explorations of other ways that Christ-
centered bhakti is being practiced throughout 
India and elsewhere.84 Firstly, Christ-centered 
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ABSTRACT: Ad Extremas, an encyclical epistle 
issued by Pope Leo XIII, gives a rare insight 
into the official opinion of the Catholic Church 
with regard to India’s indigenous religious 
traditions at the close of the nineteenth 
century. By means of a historical and textual 
analysis of the document, this essay offers a 
critical assessment of its contents facilitating 
a better appreciation of the ecclesial transition 
that occurred between the pontificate of Leo 
XIII and the promulgation of those texts of the 




Ad Extremas (On the Institution of 
Seminaries for Indian Clergy), an encyclical 
epistle issued by Pope Leo XIII, was 
promulgated on 24 June 1893. The purpose of 
the document was threefold: firstly, to discuss 
the establishment and development of 
seminaries and formation strategies that 
would facilitate a growth in numbers of 
indigenous clergy in India; secondly, to create 
less reliance on foreign (European) 
missionaries and to encourage new missionary 
strategies; thirdly, to root the Indian Church 
more firmly in the rich spiritual and cultural 
heritage of India.1 
By means of a historical and textual 
analysis of the encyclical, I will offer a critical 
assessment that will facilitate a better 
appreciation of its original ecclesial context. I 
will offer an assessment of the three main 
purposes of Pope Leo’s encyclical outlined 
above.  
I have prepared my own translation of 
aspects of the original Latin text, and will refer 
to Ewald’s English translation for the sake of 
clarification and comparison; at times noting 
the deficiencies in her rendering of certain 
words and concepts.2 
 
What prompted the writing of the encyclical?  
In practical terms, Leo recognised that 
despite the efforts of many Catholic 
Rev. Dr Andrew Unsworth is a Catholic priest from the Archdiocese of Liverpool, U.K. where he is 
Director for On-going Priestly Formation. He earned a B.A. (Hons.) Degree in Theology and Religious 
Studies from the University of Manchester, an M.A. in Theological Research from Durham University 
and was awarded a PhD in 2007 from the University of London. His latest article, ‘Louis Massignon 
and the Development of Official Catholic Church Teaching on Muslims and Islam between the 
Pontificate of Leo XIII and that of Paul VI’, in Anthony O’Mahony and Stefanie Hugh-Donovan, eds., 
Catholic Engagement with Islam: Louis Massignon and the Muslim World, will be published by 
Routledge in 2020. 
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missionaries, the Latin Christian 
evangelisation of India had barely begun. In 
theological terms, he had a desire to free the 
subcontinent from what he saw as ‘the 
darkness of superstition’.3 He saw the 
continuing evangelisation of India as a Gospel 
imperative and as a spiritual need that was 
within the gift of God’s providence directing 
and inspiring human work in co-operation 
with the divine plan. In order to do this he had 
to enact a major reformation of the Catholic 
Church in India and this began with a 
reformation of the way it recruited and 
trained its clergy.4  
 
What does the encyclical say? 
Article one affirms the view that the 
origins of Christianity in India lie in the 
mission of St. Thomas. The advent of European 
Christian missionary activity in Asia occurred 
during the Catholic Reformation when the 
Portuguese led a fresh engagement between 
the Catholic Church and the peoples and 
religious traditions of India.  
This encounter was fruitful in Malabar 
through the work of the Jesuit St. Francis 
Xavier (1506-52), and Roberto de Nobili (1577-
1656), who present prototypical but 
contrasting approaches to the question of 
mission among the peoples of India.  
The encyclical mentions St. Francis Xavier 
and substantially reiterates his negative 
estimation of indigenous Indian religious 
traditions.5 Nevertheless, Xavier made many 
converts among the lower castes and pariahs 
and challenged injustices committed against 
them. Ad Extremas does not refer to De Nobili. 
He studied and adopted the language and 
many customs of the high caste Indian 
population of Madurai. During his lifetime, De 
Nobili’s general approach was rejected by the 
Catholic Magisterium, and again in Pope 
Benedict’s XIV’s Bull Omnium sollicitudinum 
(1744).6  
In article two, Leo states his intention to 
reorganise and expand Catholic mission by 
establishing the ecclesiastical regularisation 
of Church life in India. This was effectively 
achieved during his pontificate and included a 
concerted personal effort on his part. In his 
Concordat with the Kingdom of Portugal on 23 
June 1886 Pope Leo had formally ended the so-
called Goanese Schism that was the 
consequence of a long lasting and damaging 
dispute.  
The Portuguese had been granted a 
jurisdiction (padroado) by the Holy See over 
their colonial possessions in the East. In 
theory, this included patronage over 
ecclesiastical affairs in India. Since this was 
granted by Pope Alexander VI in 1493 the 
missionary context had changed far beyond its 
original parameters. Portuguese mission had 
come to a standstill.  
From 1622, the Holy See, through the 
Propaganda Fide began to appoint Vicars 
Apostolic (Missionary Bishops) to India. 
During the next two centuries a number of 
disputes occurred over territory and clergy 
that resulted in the inability or unwillingness 
of bishops to fill vacant sees. This had left 
some of the Catholic population without the 
ministry of the Church, creating a lack of 
certainty as to who was their rightful pastor. 
From 1834, the Holy See appointed Vicars 
Apostolic to those parts of India beyond the 
influence of the Goanese Church. In 1838 
Gregory XVI suppressed three sees and much 
of the jurisdiction of the Archbishop of Goa. 
The Portuguese regarded this as an insult and 
a breach of the padroado. They ignored what 
the Holy See had put in place. Portugal 
appointed Archbishop Silva Torres to Goa in 
1843. His highhanded approach, not least his 
ordaining of 600 untrained men to the 
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priesthood and the resulting mayhem this 
caused, resulted in much antagonism and 
occasional violence. He was recalled in 1848.7 
By 1886 a solution was required and 
seemed possible. The Apostolic Letter 
Humanae Salutis Auctor (The Author of 
Human Salvation), 1 September 1886, outlined 
how Pope Leo sought to heal the schism, 
regain control of the Indian Church and offer 
an acceptable solution to the issue for the 
Goanese, the Syro-Malabarese Churches and 
the wider Church in India.8 
The Syro-Malabarese Church was 
recognised by the Holy See in 1599. A brief 
schism was healed in 1653. In Canon Law the 
Syro-Malabar Church was allowed to retain its 
Syriac rites and customs. A new hierarchy was 
established in 1887 under the Congregation for 
Oriental Affairs.9 
In 1886, Leo gave recognition to the 
traditional padroado within Goa. The 
Archbishop of Goa acclaimed Primate of the 
East and Patriarch of the East Indies, was 
apportioned suffragan sees at Daman, Cochin 
and Mylapore. The Portuguese relinquished 
rights over the rest of India which was then 
placed under Propaganda Fide. The national 
hierarchy was established in 1886.  
In Ad Extremas article three, Leo refers to 
a Latin hierarchy of bishops in India with 
jurisdiction over eight provinces: Goa, Agra, 
Bombay, Verapoly, Calcutta, Madras, 
Pondicherry and Colombo.  
Leo believed that the Christian mission in 
India would continue to be precarious until it 
had indigenous clergy to serve it; not only in 
the role of supporting European Missionaries 
but in taking full responsibility for the 
administration of the Indian Catholic Church. 
He contrasts the difficulties experienced by 
European Missionaries with the potential ease 
that he imagines Indian clergy would 
demonstrate in negotiating social, cultural 
and linguistic challenges.   
Article four calls for a ‘pious and zealous 
clergy native to India’ to preach the Gospel in 
the many vernacular languages of India which 
European clergy found ‘very difficult to learn’. 
He says that the European clergy ‘forced to live 
there as in a strange land’, had many 
difficulties ‘winning the hearts of the people’. 
In contrast, Indian clergy would ‘know the 
nature and customs of their people; they know 
when to speak and when to keep silent...they 
live among the Indians as Indians without 
causing any suspicion’.  
In article five, Leo indicates his strategic 
plans and projections for the future, drawing 
on statistical information gathered by 
Propaganda Fidei. He concludes that, ‘the 
number of missionaries abroad is far from 
adequate to serve the existing Christian 
communities’. He asks the question: ‘if there 
are not enough foreign priests to care for 
souls, what will happen in the future when the 
number of Christians will have multiplied?’  
Article five shows that Leo is positive 
about a future increase in the Christian 
population but he doubts whether the number 
of missionaries will rise in proportion. In 
article six he cites examples of missions where 
such issues have led to their collapse, citing 
the dangers that hostile secular regimes can 
pose to nascent Christian communities.  
Article seven suggests that in order to 
preserve and propagate the Catholic religion 
among the Indians, ‘an Indian clergy had to be 
formed that could administer the sacraments 
and govern the Christian people, no matter 
how menacing the times’. This method of 
church planting, adopted from antiquity, 
ought to include the formation and 
appointment of indigenous bishops. 
Seminaries were already in existence in 
India and Ceylon. In 1887 Synods in Colombo, 
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Bangalore and Allahabad decided to found 
more diocesan seminaries, whereas in the 
absence of a diocesan seminary, bishops 
should use a metropolitan seminary.  
Article eight suggests that a lack of 
material and human resources was hindering 
the formation of candidates despite the best 
efforts of those responsible. This was in 
marked contrast to the civil government and 
protestant communities who ‘sparing no 
expense nor effort...offer young men a 
judicious and refined education’   
In article nine, Leo speaks of his aspiration 
to form an Indian clergy, ‘educated in all the 
refinements of doctrine and…virtues, essential 
for the pious and wholesome exercise of 
sacred functions...qualified priests in great 
numbers...would skilfully utilise the important 
resources of their studies’.  
Article ten requests that European 
Catholics help meet the expense of the 
development of seminaries in India. In a spirit 
of global brotherhood he asks for prayers to be 
said for the success of the Church’s venture in 
India.  
In articles eleven and twelve the pope 
assures potential donors that any excess will 
be used ‘beneficially and conscientiously’ on 
other related projects. He concludes the 
encyclical by bestowing his apostolic blessing. 
 
What was the effect of Ad Extremas on India?  
Seminary Formation and Indigenous Clergy. 
In terms of seminaries, formation and 
numbers of indigenous clergy, Streit’s Atlas 
Hierarchicus (1913) suggests that the newly 
erected provinces (excluding Goa) contained 
1502 priests. Of these, 1090 were ‘Foreign’ and 
412 ‘Native’. Twenty years after Ad Extremas, 
foreign priests were still predominantly 
European outnumbering indigenous priests in 
a ratio of slightly more than two to one. In 
theory, for every priest, whether foreign or 
Indian, there were approximately 1050 
Catholics, the size of a large but manageable 
community. Again theoretically, if the 
Catholic laity relied solely on indigenous 
clergy, this ratio would rise to 3828 lay people 
per priest.10 
However, the clergy were not so evenly 
distributed. In general, the North suffered 
from a lack of priests and in particular a lack 
of indigenous priests. Karl Streit records five 
indigenous priests in North India.11  
Despite the best efforts of the Pontiff to 
encourage the promotion of indigenous 
clergy, especially Indian bishops, a point borne 
out by Ad Extremas, there was much inertia. 
As early as the 1630’s a call was made for more 
indigenous clergy; this was often reiterated. 
Resistance was usually based in scepticism 
among missionaries as to the intellectual 
ability and moral integrity of indigenous 
candidates. The inadequacy of the Catholic 
Mission to India, to which Pope Leo alludes, 
itself stifled the possibility of a growth in 
numbers of Indian clergy, and a relatively 
small number of Indian priests meant that it 
was more difficult to garner an adequate 
number of potential candidates for the 
episcopacy.12       
In 1913, of a Catholic population of   1, 577, 
246 (excluding the Goan or Syro-Malabarese 
Catholic populations), the majority of 
Catholics under the jurisdiction of the new 
hierarchy were registered as ‘Indian’. Based on 
these figures, by 1913, despite Pope Leo’s 
aspirations, the majority of Indians were 
ministered to by Europeans. 
It would be naive to expect a substantial 
change in such a short space of time. It takes 
the best part of a decade to train a priest in a 
major seminary and of every cohort entering 
the major seminary, on average a third would 
be ordained. These figures indicate the 
challenge facing Pope Leo’s vision for India. 
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The Goanese Province had four 
seminaries. In 1913, it had the most developed 
system of formation in India. According to 
Streit it had 846 priests of whom 797 were 
Indian, 49 foreign.  
By 1896, all three Syro-Malabarese 
dioceses were governed by Indian bishops. 
These had their own seminaries and by the 
year 1913, 493 indigenous clergy served 453, 
713 Catholics.13   
Incidentally, Neill notes that, although the 
Goanese and Syro-Malabarese Churches 
contained a majority of Indian clerics, their 
own indigenous communities sometimes 
complained about their suitability.14 Such is 
church life. 
Outside of the Goan and Syro-Malabar 
communities, none of the Latin Rite bishops in 
the newly established hierarchy were Indian. 
Although Rome could see that indigenous 
clergy were needed in much larger numbers, 
little was, or could be done to address the 
deficit in the short term. The policy could only 
be a long term aim.  
To remedy this situation, in 1884 Pope Leo 
established an Apostolic Delegation under the 
Italian Bishop Agliardi. In 1893, Pope Leo 
established the Papal General Seminary at 
Ampitya in Kandy, Ceylon to serve the needs of 
all the Indian dioceses. The money used for the 
building of the seminary was donated by an 
Englishman and in 1890 Pope Leo had assigned 
Bishop Zaleski to oversee its construction and 
development. Consideration of this particular 
seminary clarifies a number of issues. 
Caste politics and prejudices within the 
Indian Christian community caused difficulties 
throughout India. The seminary was located in 
Ceylon so that Indian candidates were formed 
away from their homeland so that caste 
prejudice could be broken down. Ceylon was 
far enough away from the influence of the 
Missions Étranègres. French clergy often 
favoured the retention of caste distinctions. 
The seminary was entrusted to the Belgian 
Jesuits because of their track record in 
providing excellent higher education 
elsewhere in India and because of their 
commitment to egalitarian principles as free 
as possible from caste distinctions.15 
This institution developed a reputation for 
providing ‘a specially thorough theological 
education’ for Indian seminarians. By 1905, 




A Survey of Roman Catholic Missions 
(1915) makes the following observation: 
[I]n the Goanese dioceses the foreign force 
is small; little or nothing is being 
done...that can be called direct missionary 
work. In regard to the rest of India, a large 
proportion of the foreign priests…is 
engaged in ministering to the European 
and Anglo-Indian community. When 
allowance is made in addition for the 
demands of pastoral work for the large 
Roman Catholic community, it will be seen 
that no very considerable force is left for 
direct missionary effort among non-
Christians.17   
Already, Ad Extremas had reflected on the 
status of the indigenous population of India 
and appealed for mission: 
[N]umerous priests…To this day…are 
continuing these noble efforts; 
nevertheless, in the vast reaches of the 
earth, many are still deprived of the truth, 
miserably imprisoned in the darkness of 
superstition! How very great a field, 
especially in the north, lies yet 
uncultivated to receive the seed of the 
Gospel!18 
This lament reflects the fact that Latin 
Catholics considered belief in the gods of India 
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to be incommensurate with belief in the one 
true God of Christianity. 
Previously, missionary success had been in 
South India. Leo wished to extend missionary 
activity in North India. Ewald’s translation 
misses the meaning of Leo’s exhortation, 
rendering the Latin  ‘vasto terrarium tractu’ 
with ‘vast reaches of the earth’, giving the 
impression that he refers to the global 
context. My translation, ‘vast tracts of the 
land’, makes better sense of the text, which 
refers to the North of India, not the Northern 
Hemisphere.19  
In its reference to the ‘remoteness of 
institutions and customs [itemque insolentia 
institutorum atque morum]’ in India, Ad 
Extremas appears to be alluding to the caste 
system. This, and other customs, remained 
‘unfamiliar even after a long time’.20 It would 
be difficult to find a phenomenon within 
Indian society, which, being both an 
‘institution’ and a ‘custom’ was as conspicuous 
and problematic for the Christian missionary 
than caste.  
Following Di Nobili’s strategy, some 
Catholics wished to gain influence among the 
Brahmins and other higher castes, and if 
possible, convert them to Christianity. 
According to the Brahmins, and the higher 
castes, the conversion of the lower castes to 
Christianity presented a great disincentive to 
becoming Christian. This tension and the 
complexities inherent in the caste system 
itself, contributed to nineteenth century 
Christian exasperation at the lack of 
missionary success. The Church had to deal 
with many pastoral issues related to caste.21 
One such convert from Brahmanism was 
Brahmabandhab Upadhyay (1861-1907) who 
studied the relationship between Thomism 
and Advaita Vedanta, helped to establish a 
Christian Ashram in India and had an 
important influence on the development of a 
Catholic faith more rooted in Indian religious 
and cultural forms. However, the greatest 
number of Indian conversions to the Catholic 
faith in this period happened among members 
of lower castes and the tribal peoples of Chota 
Nagpur.22  
Then, as now, there was no easy answer to 
the question of caste among Indian converts. 
 
Indian Religious Traditions.  
The references in Ad Extremas to Indian 
beliefs and practices are brief, yet from them 
one learns much about the Catholic attitude at 
the time. One sees that, de Nobili aside, the 
views expressed by Pope Leo differ little from 
the negative assessment of the religion of the 
Brahmins described by Francis Xavier.23 We 
read: 
Likewise, there is Francis Xavier, 
who...through his incredible constancy and 
charity... converted hundreds of thousands 
of Indian followers to pure religion and 
faith from the fables and impure 
superstitions of the Brahmans.24 [Itemque 
Francisci Xaveri, qui... constantia et 
caritate incredibili assecutus ut centena 
Indorum millia ad sanam religionem et 
fidem a Brachmanarum fabulis atque 
impura superstitione traduceret].25 
This can be compared with Ewald’s version: 
[He] converted hundreds of thousands of 
Hindus from the myths and vile 
superstitions of the Brahmans to the true 
religion.26 
Indian religions were considered idolatrous 
and lacking any basis in divine and saving 
truth. ‘Fabulis’ (literally ‘fables’) has the 
connotation of nonsense or untruth. Ewald’s 
use of ‘myths’ to translate ‘fabulis’ is less 
appropriate. 
In contrast to ‘impure superstitions’, 
Christianity is characterised as ‘sanam 
religionem et fidem [‘pure religion and faith’]. 
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This European distinction between Christian 
‘religion’ and non-Christian ‘superstition’ was 
commonplace.27 Ewald disregards the word 
‘faith’ in the Latin text. Her choice of ‘true 
religion’ distorts the sense of the original. Leo 
appeals not only to an intellectual dichotomy 
between what he sees as Christian truth and 
the untruth of Brahmanism, but also to the 
difference between Christian spiritual and 
moral purity and the impurity of Brahmanical 
religion. Ewald chooses ‘vile superstitions’, 
this is too harsh; ‘impure’ is more accurate. 
This aversion can be traced to St. Paul’s Letter 
to the Romans (1: 23-25) which associates 
idolatry with (sexual) impurity. Perhaps these 
are allusions to the imagery of popular 
Hinduism, for example, the lingam, the 
portrayals of Krishna’s seductions or the 
images of the goddess Kali. Sophisticated 
Christian readings of Hindu iconography were 
in the future. The Christian critique of aspects 
of folk religion would probably be shared by 
some Hindus.28  
Ewald applies the term ‘Hindu’ to translate 
‘Indorum’; this might cause confusion. In the 
nineteenth century ‘Hindu’ referred to an 
indigenous inhabitant of India. Today the term 
designates a person committed to the religious 
and cultural traditions of India without 
necessarily being ethnically Indian.29 
However, Pope Leo’s ‘Indorum’ meant ‘Indian’.  
In Ad Extremas, the religions of India were 
equated with Brahmanism. From the textual 
evidence available to us, the terms ‘Hindoo’ 
and ‘Hindooism’ appeared as early as 
the1820’s. Nevertheless, the term 
‘Brahmanism’ prevailed until the beginning of 
the twentieth century. Tiele, in the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica (1884), and his 
Outline of the History of Religion, and Max 
Müller editor of The Sacred Books of the East 
(1879-1910), both use ‘Brahmanism’.30 The 
Catholic Church merely adopted the 
terminology used by Western European 
scholars at the time.31  
The later work of Catholic Indologists and 
theologians led to the first positive references 
to Indian religions to appear in the solemn 
teaching of the Church. During the pontificate 
of Paul VI, the Declaration on Non-Christian 
Religions (Nostra Aetate), October 1965, 
stated: 
Thus in Hinduism people probe the divine 
mystery and express it through an 
inexhaustible fecundity of myths and 
through a searching philosophical venture, 
and moreover they seek liberation from the 
anguish of our condition through ascetical 
forms of life, or by means of deep 
meditation or by taking refuge in God with 
love and confidence.32 
Here, Indian religions are no longer seen as 
fables and superstitions but vehicles through 
which the mystery of the Godhead may be 
discerned. The Church respects the authentic 
desire for spiritual liberation in the three 
major Hindu pathways of karma, jnana, and 
bhakti marga.  
 
Conclusion 
In Ad Extremas, Pope Leo expressed a 
desire to take the Indian Church into a new 
era. An indigenous clergy was necessary if it 
were to become truly Indian. His policy was 
laudable.  
This enabled less reliance on European 
missionaries and encouraged new missionary 
strategies for the conversion of India that 
would build a Catholicism rooted in India’s 
spiritual and cultural heritage.  
Progress was slow, but by the mid 
twentieth century the number of indigenous 
clergy in India had eventually increased and 
then exceeded the number of foreign 
missionaries.33  
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The caste system, linguistic challenges 
and the religious and cultural traditions of 
India posed obstacles to Pope Leo’s 
evangelisation strategy. Naturally, issues 
related to caste were often carried over by 
Indian converts to Christianity, even those 
who became clergymen. The Church dealt 
with these issues, which varied from place to 
place, as it does today, in a prudential and 
pragmatic manner.  
Although Pope Leo expressed a largely 
negative assessment of Hindu beliefs and 
practices, these were probably drawn rather 
uncritically from earlier assessments by 
Francis Xavier and Dubois. In the long run his 
overall strategy led to a greater appreciation 
of Indian institutions and respect for its 
languages and cultural-religious forms. This 
bore fruit much later in the positive teachings 
of the Second Vatican Council. Although no 
direct causal link is claimed here, there was 
clearly an indirect influence on later 
developments.  
Ad Extremas was a timely document and 
the policies it expressed assisted the Catholic 
community in its transition from one 
dominated by European missionaries to an 
Indigenous Indian Church.  
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On Śrīla Prabhupāda’s Insistence that  
“‘Christ’ came from ‘Krishna.’” 
 
Ronald V. Huggins 
 
Abstract: ISKCON founder Bhaktivedanta 
Swami Prabhupāda was convinced that the 
name Christ was derived from Krishna. He 
frequently appealed to this as a way of 
dispelling Western Christian reservations 
about participating in kirtana. The present 
article explores (1) the place this etymological 
claim played in Prabhupāda’s thinking and 
missionary strategy, (2) how he came to 
defend it in the first place, and (3) how his 
defense fit into the ongoing East/West 
discussion of the alleged etymological 
interdependence of Christ and Krishna that 
has been going on since the 18th century.  
At the heart of Prabhupāda’s argument is 
the interchangeability of Ns and Ts in the ṭa-
varga such that Kristo and Kesto appear as 
common alternative forms of the name 
Krishna. Prabhupāda then goes on to argue 
that Christos was similarly derived from 
Krishna as well.  The argument, however, is 
not tenable because the t in Christos is not 
actually part of the original Greek verbal stem 
chri-, but only enters in when the suffix -tos is 
added to form the adjective christos 
(anointed).  Ultimately Krishna and Christos 
arose independently from two separate Proto-
Indo-European roots, the former from kȇrs- 
(dark, dirty, grey) and the latter from ghrēi- 
(to rub). 
 
A. C. BHAKTIVEDANTA Swami Prabhupāda, 
Founder-Ācārya of the International Society 
for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON), insisted 
that the word Christ, which he took to be a 
name, was etymologically derived from the 
name Krishna (also spelled Kṛṣṇa). 
Prabhupāda made this claim many times in his 
conversations and lectures, but most 
familiarly in a discussion he had in 1974 with 
Father Emmanuel Jungclaussen, a German 
Benedictine monk of Niederaltaich 
Monastery, who was also an enthusiastic 
proponent of the Jesus Prayer (or Prayer of the 
Heart), a practice that attempts to fulfill St. 
Paul’s exhortation to “pray without ceasing” 
(1 Thessalonians 5:17) by continually 
repeating the words: “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of 
God, have mercy on me.”1    So far as I am 
aware, this discussion was published for the 
first time in the April/May 1976 issue of Back 
to Godhead magazine, under the title: “Kṛṣṇa 
or Christ—The Name is the Same.”2   
This discussion between Prabhupāda and 
Jungclaussen, or parts of it, has since been 
republished in a number of different settings,3 
most notably in a collection of articles from 
Back to Godhead gathered together and 
published in 1977 as the book The Science of 
Self-Realization.4  Down the years this book 
has continued to be successful and is currently 
one of BBT’s (= Bhaktivendanta Book Trust’s) 
Ronald V. Huggins is an independent scholar.  He was formerly professor of New Testament and 
Greek at Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary and of Historical and Theological Studies at Salt 
Lake Theological Seminary. 
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best sellers,5  with about 25,000 hardback and 
60-80,000 paperback copies being printed and 
sold every year in North American alone.6  In 
its paperback mass-market edition, The 
Science of Self-Realization represents a kind of 
popular front door introduction to 
Prabhupāda’s teachings.  Because of the 
popularity of this book Prabhupāda’s claim 
about the derivation of Christ from Krishna 
continues to be presented year after year on a 
very significant scale. This article shall 
examine Prabhupāda’s claim with respect to 
(1) the place it played in his thinking and 
missionary strategy, (2) how he came to it, and 
where it came from, and (3) why 
etymologically it just won’t work.  
 
The Larger Argument 
On at least one occasion Prabhupāda 
described the Greek word christos negatively, 
calling it a “perverted pronunciation of 
Krishna.”7  But usually he simply stressed its 
supposed etymological derivation from 
Krishna without implying anything negative 
by it.8  Indeed his argument for connecting the 
two names was, for him, part of a larger 
positive apologetic strategy aimed at 
encouraging Western Christians to set aside 
potential reservations and start participating 
in kirtana, in chanting the names of Krishna. 
In this he was merely following through on the 
challenge his teacher, Bhaktisiddhānta 
Sarasvatī Thākura, had put to him when they 
first met in 1922: “Why don’t you preach Lord 
Caitanya’s message throughout the whole 
world?”9 And after all, kirtana is where the 
Śikṣāṣṭakam, the eight verses of instruction 
left by Chaitanya, begin:  
Chant the name of the Lord and His Glory 
unceasingly, 
That the mirror of the heart may be wiped 
clean, 
And quenched that mighty forest fire,  
Worldly lust raging within.”10 
If Christ really was the same name as 
Krishna, it would provide an important bridge 
for communicating Krishna to Western 
Christians. And this is precisely what 
Prabhupāda was attempting to make of it.  
Briefly stated, the larger apologetic argument 
of which Prabhupāda’s etymological claim was 
a part went like this: (1) Christ comes from 
Krishna; two names, one source, and one 
ultimate meaning: God (i.e., Krishna), (2) 
Krishna/Christ was the Father of Jesus, so (3) 
when Jesus told his disciples to pray “hallowed 
be thy name,” he was urging them to hallow 
Christ’s, that is to say, Krishna’s name,11 and 
(4) since Jesus himself commanded the 
hallowing of the name of Krishna (taken to 
mean the chanting of it), followers of Jesus 
ought to feel no compunction about 
participating in kirtana.  This may be why, 
given all the places Prabhupāda made his 
etymological argument about Christ coming 
from Krishna, that it was his conversation 
with Father Emmanuel Jungclaussen—a 
Christian monk with an enthusiasm for a 
similar kind of devotional practice—that 
became the one most often featured and 
reproduced. 
When the issue of christos meaning 
anointed was raised by Western interlocutors, 
Prabhupāda had an answer for that too: It was 
a reference to the tilaka with which the face of 
Krishna was anointed.12 Prabhupāda admitted 
that his etymological argument might 
represent a “controversial point,” but he was 
quick to add that it really didn’t matter since, 
“everyone can take to Kṛṣṇa. Then everything 
will be settled up.”13 
 
The Consensus View? 
Prabhupāda did not regard his 
understanding of the derivation of Christ from 
Krishna as his own insight, but rather as 
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simply the consensus view of Sanskrit and 
Greek lexicons: “The meaning of Kristo in 
Sanskrit dictionary and the Greek dictionary 
always the same, about this word.”14  And 
again: “There is a word Kristos in the Greek 
dictionary, and this word is supposed to be 
borrowed from the Sanskrit word ‘Krishna,’ 
and Christ is derived from Kristos.”15  
However, Prabhupāda was mistaken in 
thinking this was the consensus view, the view 
one would get by consulting authoritative 
Greek and Sanskrit dictionaries. The Greek 
word christos, is not now, nor has it ever been, 
regarded by any of the standard lexicons of 
ancient Greek as being related either in form 
or meaning to Krishna.  
 
Christos from the Proto-Indo-European Root 
Ghrēi-  
In Greek christos is not a name but a verbal 
adjective meaning anointed. It is related on 
the one hand to the Greek verb chriō (to rub, 
stroke, smear, anoint), and on the other to the 
noun chrisma, (ointment, anointing), i.e., 
something rubbed on. Both Greek words also 
reflect the form and meaning of their shared 
PIE (Proto-Indo-European) root ghrēi (to 
rub).16  
Christos was also used in the pre-Christian 
Jewish translation of the Hebrew Scriptures 
into Greek known as the Septuagint, where it 
translated the Hebrew word māšîaḥ from 
which we get the term Messiah, meaning The 
Anointed One.  When, for example, the 
passage from King David’s famous messianic 
Psalm number 2, verses 1-2, speaks in the 
Hebrew of the nations and kings of the earth 
plotting together “against Yahweh and his 
anointed” (NJB),17 the Septuagint translates 
the line “against the Lord and against his 
christos” (kata tou Kyriou, kai kata tou 
christou autou).18   As in the Greek New 
Testament, the Septuagint does not use 
christos as a name for God.  
 
Whence? 
Where did Prabhupāda’s idea of deriving 
christos from Krishna come from?  He himself 
may imply in a 1973 lecture that a key moment 
came with his reading Levi Dowling’s Aquarian 
Gospel of Jesus the Christ: “I have read one 
book, Aquarian Gospel, among the Christians. 
In that book it is said that the word Christ has 
come from the word Christo, Christo, it is a 
Greek word.”19  Prabhupāda seems to have 
encountered the book in March of 1969.20  
What Prabhupāda had actually read in the 
Aquarian Gospel was not Christo but Kristos.21  
Although Prabhupāda often mentions the 
Aquarian Gospel when stating his case for the 
derivation of Christ from Krishna, it cannot be 
said that he actually got the idea from the 
Aquarian Gospel.22 The book advances no such 
claim.  What is more, when one carefully 
reviews the transcripts and recordings of the 
conversations and teaching sessions where 
Prabhupāda makes the connection,23 it 
becomes clear that he probably didn’t actually 
intend to say he got his etymological 
argument from the book.24  In any case, even 
though he was inclined to believe some of the 
things the Aquarian Gospel said, Prabhupāda 
did not regard it as having any sort of special 
authority: “I have taken some stray extracts 
just to support our views,” he wrote to a 
disciple, “but we don't give any importance to 
that book.”25  Perhaps when Prabhupāda 
encountered Dowling’s word Kristos, it 
reminded him that others had posited the idea 
that Christ came from Krishna while, at the 
same time, got him thinking about something 
he had always known, namely that in Bengal, 
where he’d grown up, Kristo was a common 
alternative form of the name Krishna, as was 
Kesto. Prominent men in Prabhupāda’s home 
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city of Calcutta (Kolkata) had borne these 
names, including, for example, Kristo 
(Krishna) Das Pal (d. 1884), the celebrated 
editor of The Hindoo Patriot,26 and Krishna 
Chandra (Kesto) Paul, the famous footballer of 
Calcutta’s own Mohun Bagan soccer club.  
Even closer to home Prabhupāda had a 
younger brother (Krishna Charan De) whom 
he could use as an example: “In India still, if 
one's name is Kṛṣṇa, we call him Kriṣṭo, or 
sometimes Keṣṭo. My younger brother, his 
name was Kṛṣṇa. So in family we were calling 
him ‘Keṣṭo.’”27   
From here it was only a small step for 
Prabhupāda to apply the same logic to the 
term Christian as well, which he does in 1976: 
“The Greek word Christo comes from the 
Sanskrit Krishna. In fact, another spelling of 
Krishna is Krishta. So actually, if we take the 
root meaning, ‘Christian’ means ‘Krishtian’ or 
‘Krishnian.’”28  For Prabhupāda then, Kesto, 
Kristo, Christ, Christian, Kristian were all “in 
the same group,” were all simply variant 
forms of Krishna.29 
The key for Prabhupāda was the 
interchangeability of Ns and Ts in KrishNa, 
KrisTo, and KesTo., which seemed to provide a 
bridge linking them with Christos or Christ. 
When challenged on the validity of his 
argument by Dr. W. H. Wolf-Rottkay, 
Prabhupāda appealed to the division of 
consonantal sounds in Sanskrit into five 
classes or vargas—gutturals, palatals, 
cerebrals, dentals and labials—according to 
the different ways the consonants are formed 
in the mouth.  Prabhupāda relates the 
interchangeable Ns and Ts to the ṭa-varga, i.e., 
the celestials, consonants formed by placing 
the tip of the tongue in the pocket at the front 
of the roof of the mouth.30 
Dr. Wolf[-Rottkay] has said that he cannot 
accept from Krishna to Krista. Then, by 
that word, he has proved himself another 
rascal,31 because he does not know the 
Sanskrit way of philology. Sanskrit, there 
are vargas—ka-varga, ca-varga, ṭa-varga, 
ta-varga and pa-varga—five vargas. So 
Kṛṣṇa is in the ṭa-varga. Ṭa, ṭha, ḍa, ḍha, 
ṇa. So Kṛṣṇa, it can be replaced by ṭa also.32 
But was Wolf-Rottkay really objecting to 
Prabhupāda’s point about the 
interchangeability of -na and -ta, or to his next 
move, namely treating that as a bridge for 
arguing that christos ultimately derived from 
Krishna as well?  It is clear from the larger 
context that Wolf-Rottkay had also expressed 
doubts about the validity of the Aquarian 
Gospel as a credible source, describing it, 
according to one of Prabhupāda’s disciples 
(Harikeśa = Robert Campagnola) during the 
same conversation, as “just somebody's 
dream.” 
 
Christ from Krishna or Krishna from Christ? 
Interestingly it never appears to have 
occurred to Prabhupāda that someone might 
argue that the line of dependency went in the 
opposite direction, that the name Krishna was 
derived from Christ rather than the other way 
around.  The matter arose one day when 
Prabhupāda expressed his view in the 
presence of Dr. O. B. L. Kapoor his friend and 
Godbrother (that is to say, fellow disciple of 
Bhaktisiddhānta Sarasvatī).  In this case 
Kapoor affirmed the varying N and T in the 
name Krishna “in Bengali particularly,” but he 
contradicted his old friend with regard to the 
rest: “No,” Kapoor had said, “Bhandarkar has 
tried to argue that the entire Kṛṣṇa religion 
of Śrīmad-Bhāgavata has been borrowed from 
the West.”33 Kapoor was referring to the great 
Indian scholar Ramakrishna Gopal 
Bhandarker, whose actual views on the 
matter—Kapoor seems to be exaggerating 
somewhat to make his point—we shall address 
presently.34   
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From the beginning of Euro-Indian 
interaction there were scholars and 
missionaries eager to “prove,” as Benjamin 
Preciado-Solís writes, “that every ethically or 
doctrinally acceptable point in Kṛṣṇaism was 
in fact derived from Christianity.”35  Yet there 
were others, whose interest lay more in the 
direction of comparative mythology, who 
pursued seeming similarities between the 
stories and descriptive vocabularies of Christ, 
Krishna, Buddha, Zoroaster, Apollo, Osiris, 
Zeus, and a myriad of other religious and 
mythological figures, in hopes of discovering 
an underlying Ur-Myth from which they were 
all ultimately derived. Prominent among this 
latter group was the French writer Constantin 
Volney (d. 1820), who argued that the story of 
Krishna was an older version of the story of 
Christ, that neither stories were original, but 
both merely separate expressions of a still 
older, more universal solar myth.   
Appealing to unspecified “traditions,” 
Volney alleged that Chris (supposedly 
meaning conservateur, i.e., preserver) was a 
name of the Sun, on the basis of which, he said, 
“ye Indians...have made your god Chrish-en or 
Chrish-na; and, ye Greek and Western 
Christians, your Chris-tos, son of Mary.”36 In 
support of this claim, Volney offered a 
footnote of more than 400 words, which 
offered not a single explicit reference to any 
source supporting Chris as the name of the 
Sun nor conservateur/preserver as the 
meaning of Chris.37  Even at the time the 
inadequacy of Volney’s etymology was 
obvious to many. Thus, for example, we find 
scientist and Unitarian minister, Joseph 
Priestley (d. 1804) reminding Volney that 
Christ “signifies anointed, and is derived from 
χρίω [chriō], which signifies to anoint,”38 and 
Orientalist Thomas Maurice (d. 1824) insisting 
that “there is not a syllable of truth in the 
orthographical derivation; for Crishna, not 
Chris-en,...has not the least approach in 
signification to the Greek word Christo, 
anointed,...since this appellative simply 
signifies...black or dark blue.”39 
In the process of writing his grand 
exposition of his theory, Les Ruines, ou 
méditations sur les révolutions des empires 
(1791), Volney had access to only two classic 
Indian texts—Charles Wilkins’ English 
translation of the Bhagavad Gita (1785), and 
Méridas Poullé’s French translation of a Tamil 
version of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa (1788)40—
both of which he contemptuously dismissed as 
having nothing new of importance to offer.41 
At around this same time, a similar 
interest in linking Krishna to the Sun God was 
being pursued by Sir. William Jones, the co-
founder the Asiatic Society at Calcutta (1784) 
and only the second European to actually 
learn Sanskrit.42 Jones, though admittedly 
over-speculative in his approach, was far more 
cautious than Volney, and sincerely interested 
in trying to root his work in classical Sanskrit 
texts. His idea was that there was a connection 
between Krishna and one particular Sun God, 
namely Apollo Nomios (a Greek adjective 
meaning “pastoral”), so named after a Greek 
myth in which the god was made to serve as 
shepherd to King Admetus of Thessaly. But 
again, Jones’s arguments for this proposition 
were conspicuously weak. First of all, he 
argues that “Góvinda may be literally 
translated Nomios,” a claim which, even if 
true, takes one only a very little way toward 
establishing any kind of real link between the 
two deities. Then secondly, he relates how he 
had been assured by the eccentric Charles 
Vallancy “that Crishna in Irish means the 
Sun.”43  Vallancy also claimed that 
“Krishen...and the nine Gopia...are clearly the 
Apollo and Muses of the Greeks,”44 and that  
“Hesus [sounds like Jesus!] was an appellative 
of the Sun.”45   
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By the time Jones comes to giving his 
reason for linking Apollo to Krishna rather 
than to the Hindu Sun God Sūrya, he is simply 
grasping at straws:  
I am inclined, indeed, to believe, that not 
only Crishna, or Vishnu, but even Brahmá 
and Siva, when united, and expressed by 
the mystical word O’M, were designed by 
the first idolaters to represent the Solar 
Fire; but Phoebus, or the orb of the Sun 
personified, is adored by the Indians as the 
God Súrya.”46 
Thus it was that Krishna began to be called the 
“Indian Apollo.”47   
We may smile at the naïveté of those early 
days.  It was a time when historical 
connections between religions could be 
proposed, and taken seriously, on no better 
basis than an undisciplined appeal to shared 
words that sounded similar. Such 
etymological flights of fancy as they relate to 
Christ and Krishna reached their nadir in Louis 
Jacolliot’s notorious La Bible dans l’Inde, vie de 
Iezeus Christna (1869).48 Jacolliot, who had 
served in various capacities in India, claimed 
that the “names of Jesus, Jeosuah, Josias, Josué 
and Jéovah derive from the two Sanscrit words 
Zeus and Jezeus,49 which signify, one, the 
Supreme Being, and the other, the Divine 
Essence.”50 Jacolliot even presents as proof a 
purported passage from the “Sanscrit text” of 
the “Bagaveda-Gita,” telling how Christna’s 
disciples “named him Jezeus, that is to say, 
issue of the pure divine essence.”51  Even at the 
time this was a particularly bold act of 
imposture on Jacolliot’s part, given that the 
real Bhagavad Gita had been available in 
French since 1787!52 
Jacolliot goes on to claim that Christ came 
from Christna,  that “in Sanscrit, Kristna, or 
rather Christna, signifies messenger of God, 
promise of God, sacred,”53 and that the 
derivation of Christ from the Greek christos, is 
no problem because “most Greek words are 
pure Sanscrit, which explains the 
resemblance.”54  
Although, strictly speaking, Jacolliot 
“agreed” with Prabhupāda on the direction of 
dependence regarding Christ and Krishna, 
really there was no connection between their 
two views.  Prabhupāda based his view upon a 
real phenomenon relating to the formation 
and pronunciation of Sanskrit words. Jacolliot, 
on the other hand, was by all appearances, 
simply making things up.  
As to authors disagreeing with 
Prabhupāda, already by 1762, Augustin 
Antonio Georgi, in his Alphabetum Tibetanum, 
had asserted precisely the opposite of what 
Prabhupāda was claiming. According to Georgi 
the name Krishna was a corruption of Christ: 
“est krisnu…nomen ipsum corruptum 
Christi.”55  Against claiming such, Sir. William 
Jones had already insisted by 1784 that “the 
name of Chrishna, and the general outline of 
his story, were long anterior to the birth of our 
Saviour.”56 And surely, he was right on that 
point.57  
Nevertheless, like Georgi, Jones still 
attributed the similarities between the stories 
of Krishna and Christ to “the spurious Gospels, 
which abounded in the first age of 
Christianity, [that] had been brought to India, 
and the wildest parts of them repeated to the 
Hindus.”58  Thus Jones opened the door for 
arguing that neither name was derived from 
the other, but that the similarity of the two 
names provided a conduit for stories and 
traditions to pass from one figure to the 
other.59 And this is essentially where 
Bhandarker comes in. 
Bhandarker had initially entered the fray 
hoping to counter this idea of dependence on 
Christianity, but he ultimately came to believe 
that at least some stories about Krishna’s 
youth had been imported from Christianity via 
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a tribe known as the Ābhīras who “must have 
migrated into the country in the first 
century,” bringing with them, “the worship of 
the boy-god [i.e., Jesus] and the story of his 
humble birth, his reputed father’s knowledge 
that he was not his son, and the massacre of 
the innocents,” 60 as well as other “stories of 
Kṛṣṇa’s boyhood.”61   
Bhandarker had further argued that the 
Ābhīras “brought with them the name Christ 
also, and this probably led to the identification 
of the boy-god with Vāsudeva-Kṛṣṇa.” And he 
did so appealing to the same linguistic 
phenomenon as Prabhupāda: “The Goanese 
and the Bengalis,” Bhandarker wrote, “often 
pronounce the name Kṛṣṇa as Kuṣṭo or Kriṣṭo, 
and so the Christ of the Ābhīras was 
recognized as the Sanskrit Kṛṣṇa.”62   
To Prabhupāda, who accepted the 
traditional dating for the Bhāgavata Purāṇa to 
“just prior to the beginning of the age of Kali 
(about five thousand years ago),”63 such an 
argument would have been entirely 
unacceptable, the sort of thing one might 
expect from a “rascal.”64   The broader 
scholarly community, however, generally 
dates its composition to “sometime after the 
8th century C.E.”65 Wendy Doniger, for 
example, puts it at around 950.66  
But however that may be, it is probable 
that Dr. Kapoor had brought up Bhandarker 
simply as a warning to Prabhupāda that the 
same arguments he was using to prove the 
etymological derivation of Christ from 
Krishna might come back to bite him in the 
form of someone making the reverse case for 
the name Krishna coming from Christ.  
 
The Independent Origins Of The Words Christ 
and Krishna 
In order to see how really implausible the 
idea that Christ came from Krishna is, one 
must first clearly understand how the term 
christos actually came about according to the 
standard rules of Greek word formation.  My 
task now is to try to describe that process in a 
way that will be accessible to readers who do 
not know Greek.  
I have already noted that the Greek word 
christos derives not from Krishna but from the 
PIE root ghrēi-. But I have yet to explain an 
equally important point, namely that 
Prabhupāda’s appeal to the interchangability 
of Ns and Ts in Krishna’s name provides no 
real bridge at all for claiming a connection 
between Krishna and Christ, even less the 
derivation of the latter from the former.  This 
stems, first of all, from the fact that the T in 
the word chrisTos is not part of the word’s 
verbal root at all, but rather of the secondarily 
appended Greek suffix -tos (-τος), which is 
added to Greek verb stems in order to create 
verbal adjectives.  
Bruce M. Metzger explains this in an 
introductory vocabulary guide familiar to 
most beginning students of New Testament 
Greek: “A special class of adjectives, called 
verbal adjectives, is formed by the suffix -τος.  
These…have the meaning of a perfect passive 
participle…”67  The examples Metzger gives are 
beloved, from the verb to love, blessed from to 
bless, and hidden from to hide.  Metzger could 
have as easily given as an example anointed 
(christos) from the verb to anoint (chriein).  
Walter Mueller stressed in his classic 
student guide that, “The basic principle to be 
remembered in the study of Greek verb forms 
is that verbs are ‘built’ or ‘constructed.’”68  So 
to take our discussion one step further, it is 
also important to know that the first S (sigma) 
in chriStos was not part of the original PIE or 
Greek roots either.  The only thing Krishna and 
Christ have in common is Kri-/Chri-.  The 
reason the S is there is because part of the 
process of constructing verbs for tenses 
beyond the present tense in Greek, involves 
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adding a sigma to the end of the present-tense 
verb stem in order to produce the future-tense 
stem.   
The verb chriō (I anoint) is very regular in 
this regard. The present-tense stem is chri-, to 
which a sigma was added to make the future 
stem chri-s- which gives us (chri-s)-ō (I will 
anoint). It must be stressed that this addition 
of the sigma in forming the future was not in 
any way unique to the verb chrio, but is simply 
the usual way of forming the future stem, such 
that a suffixed sigma can be thought of as the 
sign of the future tense in regular verbs. 
Moving through the tenses, this stem was then 
further augmented by prefixing an epsilon (e) 
to produce the simple past tense, which in 
Greek is called the aorist: e-(chri-s)-a (I 
anointed).  And then finally, for our purposes 
here, the same pattern of development is 
followed in the formation of the aorist passive 
tense e-(chri-s)-thē-n (I was anointed).   
The next step toward coming up with the 
verbal adjective christos is described for us by 
grammarian Henry Weir Smyth, who explains 
that, “Most of the verbals [verbal adjectives] in 
-τός and -τέος are formed by adding these 
suffixes to the verbal stem of the aorist 
passive.”69  
So in this case if we want to form a verbal 
adjective from chri-ō by adding -tos (-τός), we 
must first deconstruct the aorist passive form 
so as to identify its stem.  We do this by 
removing, 
 (1) its prefixed epsilon e-, which marks it 
as a past tense verb (leaving 
christhēn) 
(2) its final -n, which is the first-person 
singular aorist passive personal 
ending “I” (leaving christhē) 
(3) its suffixed -thē, which is the sign of 
the aorist passive tense (leaving chris) 
Chris-, then, is the aorist passive stem, and it 
is to it that we attach the suffix -tos in order to 
create the verbal adjective: chris- + -tos = 
christos “anointed.” 
So then, because the S and T are not part 
of the root of christos, there is really no 
validity to appealing to the N in Kṛṣṇa being 
interchangeable with the T in Kṛṣṭa, as a way 
of proving the derivation of Christ from 
Krishna. Indeed, given the way in which the S 
and T come to be added to the stem chri-, i.e., 
in simple conformity with the normal rules of 
Greek word formation, it would seem that if 
someone were to try to make the case for an 
etymological connection between Christ and 
Krishna, the latter would more easily arise 
from the former than the other way around.   
In fact, however, the best explanation is that 
the two names arose independently. On the 
one hand Christ isn’t a name but a common 
Greek verbal adjective applied to the historical 
Jesus in a special sense as a messianic title.  On 
the other, Krishna is the name of a figure 
spoken of long before the time of Jesus in texts 
like the Mahābhārata, the Chāndogya 
Upaniṣad (3:17), and also even perhaps the 
Bhagavad Gītā itself.  
Further, even though Krishna and Christ 
might share Kri- and Chri- in form, there is no 
apparent overlap in meaning. Krishna means 
black, and the link between the name and that 
common adjective is a matter of frequent 
comment in the ancient texts. We see it, for 
example, in the naming ceremony of Krishna 
and Balarāma in the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, where 
Śrī Garga says of Krishna: “Bodies of three 
different colours, according to the yuga—
white, red and then yellow—were accepted by 
this other one. Now he has come with a black 
[Kṛṣṇa] complexion.”70 This echoes an idea 
already expressed in Bhāsa’s early Bālacarita, 
which speaks of Krishna (Dāmodara) 
“resembling black collyrium in complexion in 
this Kali age.”71 We also see it in the story of 
the derivation of Krishna and Balarāma from a 
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black and a white hair plucked from the head 
of Viṣṇu,72 and in the frequent comparison of 
those two figures with white and dark clouds.73 
All this agrees with Krishna’s presumed PIE 
root being kers-/kȇrs- (dark, dirty, grey),74 
with the proposed PIE word meaning black 
being krs-no.75 The same root stands behind 
the words for black in several Slavic Languages 
as well.76 
In spite of this, when Prabhupāda spoke of 
the meaning of Krishna he usually defined it 
not as black, but as all-attractive, 77 assuming 
apparently a connection with the verb Krish. 
It is a common claim, which is explained 
clearly by early Prabhupāda disciple Steven 
Rosen (Satyarāja Dāsa):78  
 “Krishna” means “the all attractive-
one”…Etymologically, the word krish 
indicates the attractive feature of the 
Lord’s existence, and na means spiritual 
pleasure.  When the verb krish is added to 
the affix na, it becomes krishna, which 
means ‘the person who gives spiritual 
pleasure through His all-attractive 
qualities.’” 
There is a problem of course with claiming two 
separate etymological derivations for a single 
word,79 but my purpose in mentioning it here 
is merely to describe Prabhupāda’s view, 
which  is relevant because in the process of 
linking Krishna and Christ, he implied that 
christos meant “all attractive” too,80 which, 
again, is not supported by any of the standard 
Greek lexicons.   
Conclusion 
The name Krishna and the title Christ both 
come from common adjectives (black / 
anointed) but separate PIE (Proto-Indo-
European) roots (kȇrs- [dark, dirty, grey] / 
ghrēi- [to rub]). While Krishna as the name of 
the popular Hindu deity long predates the 
time of Christ, so too the adjective Christos 
conspicuously arises according to the 
standard rules of Greek word formation from 
its related verbal root. The two words are not 
etymologically related and any shared 
similarity in form is best understood as being 
purely coincidental. 
As obscure as the matters treated in this 
article may seem, they are nevertheless 
instructive. Even the direction of etymological 
dependencies can become the occasion of 
assertions of not only historical priority but 
spiritual superiority.  Sometimes these 
assertions have been innocently expressed 
with the best of intentions, other times they 
have not. Such has been the story of the 
alleged etymological connection between 
Krishna and Christos over the past three 
centuries.  As such, the discovery that the two 
words are not actually etymologically related 
at all may come as something of a relief.  But it 
should also serve as a cautionary tale as we 
consider other seemingly significant 
etymological connections touching matters 
relating to interfaith interaction in the future. 
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80 “The Name is the Same,” 4: “Kṛṣṭa is a 
Sanskrit word meaning ‘attraction’ so when 
we address God as ‘Christ,’ ‘Kṛṣṭa,’ or ‘Kṛṣṇa,’ 
we indicate the same all-attractive Supreme 
Personality of Godhead.” 
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The Virtues of Comparative Theology 
 
Daniel J. Soars  
 
Abstract: In this article, I focus on a small 
section in the epilogue of Francis X. Clooney’s 
The Future of Hindu-Christian Studies in 
which he outlines some of the personal 
characteristics needed to do comparative 
theology well. He takes five of these from 
Catherine Cornille’s The Im-Possibility of 
Interreligious Dialogue and adds several of his 
own. By exploring notions like doctrinal 
humility and rootedness in a particular 
tradition, we are forced to reflect upon the 
‘virtues’ of the discipline in both senses of the 
word – not only those attributes required to 
engage in it, but the merits of doing it at all. 
 
IN a recent article, S. Mark Heim suggests that 
we have reached ‘the end of the beginning’ of 
Comparative Theology.1 Yet, twenty-five years 
after Francis Clooney set the template for this 
‘experiment’ in his Theology after Vedānta,2 
ongoing scholarly conversations around the 
nature, methods, and aims of the discipline 
indicate that Comparative Theology is still in 
the process of finding its feet.3 I want to 
propose that this critical and continuous self-
interrogation points not so much to a quarter-
life crisis, as to the very nature of what 
Clooney calls “…a deep learning grounded in 
both heart and mind.”4 
It is for this reason that I have chosen to 
focus on a small section in the epilogue of 
Clooney’s Future of Hindu-Christian Studies 
where he outlines the virtues of interreligious 
learning.5 As if acquiring the requisite 
scholarly expertise (e.g. linguistic skills, 
historical awareness, etc.) needed to be a 
comparative theologian were not daunting 
enough, Clooney also wants us to be people 
who can take risks, who are patient with 
ambiguity, and who can live creatively on the 
margins of our own communities.6 Alongside 
these requirements, Clooney borrows the five 
virtues proposed by Catherine Cornille in her 
2008 volume, The Im-Possibility of 
Interreligious Dialogue.7 These virtues, 
considered separately and together, provide a 
conceptual lens through which we can 
examine many of the ‘meta’ issues facing 
Comparative Theology (and the possible 
virtue of practising it at all), as well as a mirror 
in which we can see the sorts of theologians we 
might become as we engage in this 
comparative ‘experiment’. In what follows, I 
will offer a brief commentary on these 
characteristics, and raise some questions 
along the way. 
The central argument of my paper is that 
we will never reach ‘the end of the beginning’ 
of cultivating these virtues as theologians 
(comparative or otherwise), but that the 
ongoing questioning of the discipline can itself 
form us as the kind of humble, faithful, and 
Daniel Soars completed his PhD in Comparative Theology at the University of Cambridge in 2019. His 
thesis, entitled “Beyond the Dualism of Creature and Creator,” is a Hindu-Christian comparative 
enquiry into the distinctive relation between the world and God, with a particular focus on the work 
of Sara Grant and the earlier Calcutta School, and their attempts to bring Thomism into conversation 
with Advaita Vedānta. He currently teaches in the Divinity Department at Eton College. 
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empathic practitioners who are likely to do 
the job well.8 After all, Clooney himself never 
really wanted Comparative Theology to be 
seen as yet another narrow specialization for 
those in a charmed circle, but really just as an 
ongoing ‘experiment in theology’9 – and the 
experimental method, like cultivating 
virtuous habits, is not the sort of thing we 
master definitively (even after 25 years), but 
that we keep working at and (we hope) 
improving over time.  
 
Commitment to a particular religious 
tradition and openness to learning from 
others 
Cornille’s work is framed by her belief that 
genuine dialogue cannot be reduced to a mere 
exchange of information but must be seen as 
part of a continuous existential search for 
truth in which one is committed to a particular 
tradition and, at the same time, open to 
learning from others.10 The fact that Cornille’s 
conception of dialogue is consistent with 
Clooney’s vision of Comparative Theology as a 
practice which involves “…rootedness in one 
tradition while cultivating deeper openness to 
another”11 can help us to circumvent some 
false dichotomies. In particular, this 
‘committed hospitality’ seeks to hold ‘mission’ 
and ‘openness’ together in such a way that 
interreligious dialogue and comparative 
theology (not least, Christian-Hindu studies) 
might avoid (re)turning to imperialistic 
appropriations of the other with no desire for 
reciprocal learning, and, at the same time, 
takes a Gadamerian-inspired pride in its 
prejudices so that dialogue and comparison 
are not simply reduced to the kind of 
disinterested exchange “that is necessary for 
civility and life together.”12 The basic claim 
here is that a deepening rootedness in one’s 
own religious tradition does not exclude, but 
in fact enables, a dialectical openness to the 
religious other. Only with the seemingly 
opposed virtues of commitment and 
hospitality, Cornille argues, can there be a 
genuine dialogue between interlocutors 
seriously trying to grow in understanding of 
their own traditions while, at the same time, 
remaining open to the witness of the other. 
Comparative Theology, at least as 
envisioned by Clooney, is, likewise, a skilful 
practice of holding together tradition and 
diversity, and truth and openness, in creative 
tension from within a particular faith 
community.13 Indeed, we can see this 
‘committed openness’ in practice in the lives 
and works of some of the early Jesuit 
missionaries to India surveyed by Clooney in 
the first section of his Future of Hindu-
Christian Studies.14 Without any particular 
faith commitments, pioneering figures like De 
Nobili might have been less Christocentric in 
their approaches to the Hindu other, but, in 
the absence of these moorings, there might 
have been no real motivation for engagement 
in the first place.15 This is the reason why 
Clooney wants Hindu-Christian studies to be 
distinctively theological, indeed, a kind of 
‘faith seeking understanding’, for openness 
without commitment runs the risk that 
whatever we might learn through our 
comparative engagements with another 
tradition has no transformative impact on us, 
let alone on wider religious communities. 
These virtues of commitment and 
hospitality raise a number of issues which 
have been picked up in recent scholarship. 
Glenn Willis presses the point that as theology, 
comparative theology must serve the 
constructive needs of an identifiable religious 
community,16 while Stephanie Corigliano 
directly questions the supposed need for CT 
practitioners to have an explicit faith 
commitment and allegiance to a tradition.17 
These questions, in turn, provoke others – 
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such as whether the virtue of ‘commitment’ 
places unreasonable responsibility on the 
individual to represent their tradition – which 
thereby becomes essentialised as one 
monolithic structure – and therefore whether 
it is helpful to speak about (in our case), 
Christian and Hindu ‘traditions’ at all.18 
Clooney’s emphasis on specific ‘experiments’, 
rather than grand narratives, goes a long way 
to dissolving these issues,19 but the question of 
whether ‘commitment’ is a necessary or 
desirable virtue remains an important one. 
Corigliano proposes that a possible way to 
expand the scope and impact of CT is to see it 
as “a way of exploring and even forming faith 
identity” for those whose faith commitments 
are unclear or not “rooted” in a specific faith.20 
“In such a case,” Heim suggests, “…CT would 
be not so much the outreach, and (likely) 
unsettling of, an existing “faith seeking 
understanding,” as a constitutive theological 
activity that elicits a practitioner’s emerging 
religious identity.”21 Perhaps, then, what is 
important is not so much an explicit 
identification with one of the traditions 
compared, so much as a fully-engaged 
theological and spiritual search for truth 
which is ever-open to new sources of learning. 
This would meet Clooney’s requirement for 
the possibility of genuine transformation, but 
open CT to a broader range of practitioners. 
That said, without commitment to a particular 
tradition, it is not immediately clear how truth 
would be identified and sought for in the first 
place. 
Empathy 
Clooney insists, of course, that 
Comparative Theology is not about making 
uninformed pronouncements from the 
perspective of one’s own religious tradition on 
the meaning and value of others, conceived in 
general terms, but about paying meticulous 
attention to particular details of other 
traditions without any a priori judgements 
made on the basis of one’s own.22 This sort of 
comparative engagement is ‘participatory’ 
and practical, which is why we need the virtue 
of ‘empathy’.23 Cornille, similarly, argues that 
anyone seriously committed to interreligious 
dialogue must attempt to enter into the 
religious life of the other and identify with 
their beliefs and worldview.24 This 
participation may well be practical (actually 
going to a Hindu temple or a Catholic mass, for 
example) but at the very least must be 
theologically ‘imaginative’. By focusing on the 
religious world of another, Cornille contends, 
one’s own religious imagination will be 
extended, even if this means projecting 
meanings onto other religious symbols which 
do not necessarily match that tradition’s self-
understanding.25 
While the spirit of the distinction Clooney 
and Cornille want to make here between an 
engaged, empathic comparative study and a 
dispassionate or even pre-decided ‘theology of 
religions’ is clear, there surely is a question 
about the precise relationship between 
empathy and truth. This virtue forces us to 
confront the theological tension already 
alluded to between rooted commitment to 
one’s own tradition and existential openness 
to another - especially if empathising with and 
even participating in another religious 
tradition could feel like a betrayal of one’s own 
deeply-held convictions.26 Much will depend 
on the degree to which a particular tradition 
can find resources within its own doctrines to 
be hospitable not only toward perceived 
similarities in other religions, but toward the 
possibility of truth in difference.27 For a 
Christian, who believes that the Spirit blows 
where it wills, this might amount to how far 
we are willing to be ‘surprised by grace’ and, 
indeed, how far we are prepared to ‘take risks’ 
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and be ‘patient with ambiguity’.28 In fact, the 
tension between commitment and openness, 
between truth and empathy might well put us 
on our guard against proudly thinking that we 
need to decide in advance the boundaries of 
God’s presence and remind us that as 
(comparative) theologians, we also need to 
allow God to be God in the divine freedom 
which cannot be domesticated by doctrine. As 
Clooney says: 
“How we meet God depends in part on how 
generously open – imaginative, vacant – 
we stand in expectation of this God who 
promises to adjust to us, accommodating 
us as we are.”29 
 
Humility and interconnection 
The openness integral to the kind of 
dialogue Cornille has in mind and the kind of 
Comparative Theology practised and endorsed 
by Clooney distinguishes these practices from 
proselytising monologues or comparative 
studies merely designed to confirm the 
superiority of one’s own tradition.30 After all, 
“…though begun modestly and with small 
examples,” Clooney’s ambitious vision in 
Theology after Vedānta “…intends a 
rethinking of every theological issue and a 
rereading of every theological text.”31 Even 
with such hospitality, however, the problem 
remains that religious traditions themselves 
will tend towards preserving already 
established claims to truth and may, as a 
result, be dismissive or suspicious of insights 
gained through dialogue or comparison which 
conflict with their own teachings. Indeed, 
Cornille shows how Roman Catholic 
Christianity has often fostered the virtue of 
humility in its laity (as submission to Tradition 
and the mind of the universal Church) as a way 
of reinforcing the authoritative status of 
official teachings.32 This kind of humility 
toward the teachings of one’s own tradition 
surely stands in some tension with the 
‘doctrinal’ or ‘epistemic’ humility about one’s 
own tradition that Cornille and Clooney want 
to see in practitioners of dialogue and 
comparative theology. While this virtue does 
not call for a kind of uncommitted pluralism, 
it does involve: 
“Humble recognition of the … partial and 
finite nature of the ways in which ultimate 
truth has been grasped and expressed in 
the teachings and practices of one’s own 
tradition.”33  
Even if one is open to learning through 
dialogue or comparative study (i.e. one has the 
virtue of ‘hospitality’), rootedness in a 
particular faith community and its claims to 
truth is likely to take priority over any merely 
secular reasons34 to soften doctrinal 
commitments for the sake of dialogue as such. 
This is why Cornille and Clooney turn to 
Christian thinkers like John Henry Newman 
and George Lindbeck in search of resources 
within Christian self-understanding that, for a 
Christian, might justify ‘doctrinal humility’.35 
Much depends, of course, on believing from 
the outset that there is some degree of 
‘interconnection’ between (in our particular 
case) Christian and Hindu understandings of 
the truth – in other words, believing that 
“…the teachings and practices of the other 
religion are in some way related to or relevant 
for one’s own…”.36 
This raises the vexed question of the 
relation between Comparative Theology and 
Theology of Religions.37 Clooney insists 
throughout his work that comparative 
engagement comes first, and that “…the 
theology of religions comes only later, out of 
the experience of reading others’ texts,”38 but 
he does admit that his vision is basically an 
‘inclusivist’ one. In other words, while he sees 
no merit in establishing an explicit evaluation 
of the meaning and value of another tradition 
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before immersing himself in it,39 he does want 
to maintain that Jesus Christ is the definitive 
and authoritative revelation of God, while 
affirming the salvific presence of God in non-
Christian religions.40 Indeed, it is hard to 
imagine the sort of theologically committed 
comparative study endorsed by Clooney 
without presupposing that God can speak to us 
in and through traditions other than our own. 
 
Conclusion 
It is clear by now that Cornille’s set of 
virtues (viz., commitment, hospitality, 
empathy, humility, and interconnection) 
cannot be entirely disentangled from one 
another. Interconnection implies that God 
being present, even fully, in one tradition does 
not preclude God’s presence elsewhere, which 
is why we must remain open even in our 
commitment; while humility and empathy 
require us to make the effort to enter into 
another tradition without trying to predict on 
the basis of our own how or what we can learn 
there.41  
Just as Aristotle said that we only develop 
virtues through practice, and one of Clooney’s 
Notes 
1 S. Mark Heim, ‘Comparative Theology at 
Twenty-Five: The End of the Beginning’, 
Modern Theology, 18 October 2018 (online 
version before inclusion in an issue). Heim 
offers a ‘stock-check’ on the state of the 
discipline via four recent works: Francis X. 
Clooney and Klaus Von Stosch, eds., How to Do 
Comparative Theology (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2018); Michelle Voss Roberts, 
Comparing Faithfully: Insights for Systematic 
Theological Reflection (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2016); Mara Brecht and Reid 
B. Locklin, eds., Comparative Theology in the 
Millennial Classroom: Hybrid Identities, 
Negotiated Boundaries (New York: Routledge, 
Jesuit forebears, G.M. Hopkins, memorably 
talked of the ‘just man who justices’, so the 
virtues needed for comparative theology can 
be cultivated by actually doing it.42 This is 
surely why Clooney adds the virtues of ‘new 
dwelling’ and ‘marginality’ to Cornille’s list, 
since comparative theology changes us and we 
return to our home tradition different from 
who we were when we set out.43 To reiterate 
the central thesis, then, in closing: ongoing 
reflection on the nature of Comparative 
Theology is a good thing because it raises 
important questions about why and how we 
are engaging in it. At the same time, we must 
not let this meta-enquiry stop us from actually 
getting on with our experiments because it is 
in doing them that we will slowly cultivate the 
virtues needed to do them better. ‘What I do is 
me,’ cries each mortal thing in Hopkins’ poem; 
as comparative theologians, our calling is to do 
theology comparatively – and if this helps us 
to become more committed, hospitable, 
empathic, and humble, then that is surely a 
significant virtue of our discipline.44 
Taylor and Francis Group, 2016); Francis X. 
Clooney and John Berthrong, eds., European 
Perspectives on the New Comparative 
Theology (Basel: MDPI, 2014). In the same vein, 
we might also think of two works that both 
came out in 2010 – one written by Clooney - 
Comparative Theology: Deep Learning across 
Religious Borders (Chichester: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2010), and the other a collection of 
essays (many by Clooney’s former students) 
edited by him: The New Comparative 
Theology: Interreligious Insights from the 
next Generation (London: T & T Clark, 2010). 
2 Francis X. Clooney, Theology after 
Vedānta: An Experiment in Comparative 
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York Press, 1993). Heim also recognises, 
however, that a form of ‘comparative 
theology’ was already being practised by 
figures like Robert Neville, Keith Ward, 
Raimon Panikkar and David Burrell, before the 
discipline acquired the label. 
3 After all, David Tracy predicted as long 
ago as the late 1980s that Christian systematic 
theology would one day unavoidably have to 
be comparative, but I think most of us would 
agree that we are still waiting! See David 
Tracy, "Comparative Theology," in 
Encyclopaedia of Religion (New York: 
Macmillan 1987), 446-55. In her edited volume, 
Comparing Faithfully, Voss Roberts sees it as 
comparative theology’s constructive goal to 
make interreligious learning a constituent 
part of Christian self-understanding. 
4 Francis X. Clooney, The Future of Hindu-
Christian Studies: A Theological Inquiry 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2017), 4. 
5 Clooney, The Future of Hindu-Christian 
Studies, 113-115. The very fact that he 
introduces virtues tells us much about how 
Clooney conceives of comparative theology 
and Hindu-Christian studies as “practical as 
well as a matter of ideas” (ibid., 113). 
6 Clooney, Future of Hindu-Christian 
Studies, 114. 
7 Cornille’s ‘5 conditions’ for interreligious 
dialogue are: (i) doctrinal or epistemic 
humility, (ii) commitment to a particular 
religious tradition, (iii) interconnection, or the 
belief that the teachings or practices of 
another religion are relevant to one’s own, (iv) 
empathy, and (v) hospitality or openness to 
the possibility of truth in other religious 
traditions. See Catherine Cornille, The Im-
Possibility of Interreligious Dialogue (New 
York: Herder, 2008). Clooney adds: risk-taking, 
patience with ambiguity, new dwelling, and 
marginality – cf. Future of Hindu-Christian 
Studies, 114. 
8 Clooney talks about the slow, prayerful 
reading (lectio divina) of texts from another 
tradition as a form of spiritual practice in 
which the reader herself is formed and 
reconstituted in relation to the texts (cf. 
Comparative Theology: Deep Learning, 64). 
9 Cf. Theology After Vedānta, 6 and passim. 
10 Catherine Cornille, ‘The Role of Witness 
in Interreligious Dialogue’, Concilium 1 (2011): 
61–70, here, 61. See also Cornille, ‘The 
Confessional Nature of Comparative 
Theology’, Studies in Interreligious Dialogue 
24, no. 1 (2014): 9–17. 
11 The Future of Hindu-Christian Studies, 
113. 
12 Ibid., 7. 
13 Comparative Theology: Deep Learning, 
8. 
14 Future of Hindu-Christian Studies, 23-46. 
15 Comparative Theology: Deep Learning, 
30-36. 
16 G. Willis, ‘On Some Suspicions Regarding 
Comparative Theology’ in Clooney and Von 
Stosch, How to Do Comparative Theology, 122-
36. 
17 S. Corigliano, ‘Theologizing for the Yoga 
Community? Commitment and Hybridity in 
Comparative Theology, in Clooney and Von 
Stosch, ibid., 324-50. See also Heim, 
‘Comparative Theology at Twenty-Five’, 17-18. 
18 Clooney notes in the prologue to his 
Future of Hindu-Christian Studies (5-6) that 
many of these issues were raised by F. Clothey 
in ‘Hindu-Christian Studies: Some Confessions 
from the Boundaries, Hindu-Christian Studies 
Bulletin 9 (1996), 42-45. 
19 Cf. Comparative Theology: Deep 
Learning, 15. 
20 One thinks, in particular, of those 
increasing numbers of people who identify as 
‘spiritual but not religious’. 
21 Heim, ‘Comparative Theology’, 18. This 
whole q of fluid/hybrid identities comes to the 
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fore in the essays in Brecht and Locklin, 
Comparative Theology in the Millennial 
Classroom (because it seems especially true of 
teenagers). 
22 Comparative Theology: Deep Learning, 
11-15. This itself raises the question of 
whether it is really possible to study another 
religious tradition without any a priori 
judgements at all (e.g. about the possibility of 
God being revealed in that other tradition). 
23 Ibid., 15. Clooney sees the work and life 
of Raimon Panikkar as a particularly good 
example of this ‘mutual inhabiting’ of two 
traditions – i.e. a Christian who practised his 
theology in engagement with the texts and 
teachings of Hinduism (cf., ibid., 48). By 
emphasising the participatory nature of 
empathy, this virtue can also help to address 
Voss Roberts’ concern that CT should be a fully 
‘embodied’ practice which takes seriously 
issues like gender and sexuality – see, for 
example, her contribution, ‘Gendering 
Comparative Theology’ to The New 
Comparative Theology (2010). 
24 Cornille, ‘Empathy and Inter-Religious 
Imagination,’ Religion and the Arts, 12, 1-3 
(2008) pp. 102-118. 
25 This ‘projection’ could amount to ‘a 
priori judgements made on the basis of one’s 
own’ tradition, but, in a positive way, this itself 
can be seen as part of a continuously enriching 
and fruitful hermeneutical process. If, for a 
Christian, the Bible defines the world in which 
other texts are written and received, these 
texts will themselves be read in the context of 
the Bible. At the same time, however, the Bible 
will, in turn, be reread with other religions and 
their texts as part of its context. For more on 
this, see Clooney, ‘Reading the World in Christ: 
From Comparison to Inclusivism’, in Gavin 
D'Costa (ed.), Christian Uniqueness 
Reconsidered: The Myth of a Pluralistic 
Theology of Religions. (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 
1990), 67 and passim. 
26 Im-Possibility of Interreligious Dialogue, 
197-211. 
27 Of course, ‘truth in difference’ is 
somewhat ambiguous in this context and 
might have different connotations for 
different traditions – not least, for a Hindu and 
a Christian. For the former, one could invoke 
bheda-abheda Vedantic systems to suggest 
that somehow the truth does not negate 
difference but ineffably includes and sublates 
difference. For the latter, one could rework 
Trinitarian doctrine to claim that the 
eschatological truth will not simply nihilate 
other strands of religious truth but will carry 
them to a supreme fulfilment. 
28 Future of Hindu-Christian Studies, 114. 
29 Clooney, ‘God for us – multiple religious 
identities’ (2002). Interestingly, Clooney 
discusses a very similar tension between 
‘commitment’ and ‘openness’ in respect to 
directing the Spiritual Exercises: “There is a 
delicate and important balance between the 
insistence that preestablished or traditional, 
even scriptural images, decisively limit and 
focus meditation, and the insistence that we 
can imagine God…and know, in humble 
awareness, that God will find us there.” 
Perhaps, as a Jesuit formed by this imaginative 
openness to finding God in all things, Clooney 
is more disposed to an empathic engagement 
with other religions than Christians immersed 
in other Christian spiritual traditions might 
be. 
30 For a survey of different ways in which 
Comparative Theology has been conceived by 
figures ranging from J.F. Clarke (1810-1888) 
and F. Max Müller (1823-1900) to R. Panikkar 
(1918-2010) and S. Grant (1922-2002), see 
Comparative Theology: Deep Learning, 31-39. 
For a critique of attempts to distinguish ‘new’ 
from ‘old’ Comparative Theology, see Paul 
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Hedges, ‘The Old and New Comparative 
Theologies: Discourses on Religion, the 
Theology of Religions, Orientalism and the 
Boundaries of Traditions’, Religions 3 (2012): 
1120–37. 
31 Theology after Vedanta, 6. 
32 Cornille, The Im-Possibility of 
Interreligious Dialogue, 28. 
33 Ibid., 10. 
34 Such as the need for civic tolerance in 
pluralistic societies or Rawlsian notions of 
‘public reason’. 
35 Ibid. Clooney draws on Lindbeck in 
‘Reading the World in Christ' (1990), 67. Given 
the huge amount of time and effort needed to 
become a proficient comparative theologian, 
finding these motivations within one’s 
tradition to engage in learning outside of it is 
perhaps even more pressing than in the case 
of interreligious dialogue. After all, one might 
be convinced, up to a point, of the need for 
dialogue to foster cohesive community life, 
but this is unlikely to be enough motivation to 
go to the lengths of learning ancient languages 
or immersing oneself in the texts of another 
tradition. 
36 The Im-Possibility of Interreligious 
Dialogue, 5. 
37 The relation between these two areas is 
addressed in detail by K.B. Kiblinger in her 
contribution to The New Comparative 
Theology (2010) and by R. Drew in 
‘Challenging Truths: Reflections on the 
Theological Dimension of Comparative 
Theology,’ Religions 2012, 3(4), 1041-1053. 
38 ‘Reading the World in Christ’, 66. 
39 The New Comparative Theology, 196. 
40 ‘Reading the World in Christ’, 72, and 
Comparative Theology: Deep Learning, 16. 
41 Clooney discusses these presuppositions 
in more detail in Comparative Theology: Deep 
Learning, 115. He is surely right to conclude 
that these conditions make it harder “to move 
swiftly from our faith positions to judgements 
on their religions, because our own traditions 
teach us to know God as one who can well be 
at work in other traditions, even in their 
theological doctrines.” (Ibid., 116). 
42 The phrase comes from Gerard Manley 
Hopkins S.J., ‘As Kingfishers catch Fire’. 
43 See Comparative Theology: Deep 
Learning, ch.9 for more on this. 
44 Clooney discusses specific contributions 
that CT can make to theology more broadly in 
Comparative Theology: Deep Learning, 113 – 
e.g. it can play a corrective role in theological 
conversations with other traditions (by 
unburdening us of misconceptions); it 
undermines the excessive self-confidence that 
can arise if all we ever engage in is intra-
religious dialogue; it can purify doctrinal 
claims by uncovering cultural and 
philosophical accretions that surround 
theological truths over time; it shows that 
many theological expressions of truth have 
appeared in other forms elsewhere; and it 
deepens our repertoire of ways of 
understanding and speaking about God. 
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2019 Annual Meetings Sessions 
 
Society for Hindu-Christian Studies 
November 22, 23 and 24 
San Diego, California 
Annual Meetings 
The society's annual meetings are held in conjunction with the annual meetings of the American 
Academy of Religion. Please consult the AAR web site for details as to location, housing, and the like.  
The format of our meetings typically consists of two sessions, the first on Friday evening and the other 
on Saturday, Sunday, or Monday, with a business meeting (open to all members) in the final half hour of 
the second meeting. 
The society’s 2019 Annual Meeting will be held in San Diego, California, Nov. 22-24. 
2019 Annual Meeting Program  
 
Friday, November 22 
7:00-9:00pm, Convention Center 24A (Upper Level East) 
AAR Program: P22-504 
 
Theme:  Violence: Its Justification and Role in the Spiritual Life 
 
Michael T. McLaughlin, Old Dominion University, Presiding 
 
Panelists: 
Graham M. Schweig, Christopher Newport University & Graduate Theological Union 
Ted Ulrich, University of Saint Thomas 
Patrick Beldio, Reunion Studios 
Rita Sherma, Graduate Theological Union 
Responding: Michael Stoeber, Regis College and University of Toronto 
 
Saturday, November 23 
7:30-8:30am, Hilton Bayfront, Indigo E (Second Level) 
AAR Program: P23-100 
 
Society for Hindus-Christian Studies Board Meeting 
Kerry San Chirico, Villanova University, Presiding 
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Saturday, November 23 
9:00-11:30am, Hilton Bayfront, Aqua E (Third Level) 
AAR Program: M23-103 
 
Joint Session with the Dharma Academy of North America (DANAM) 
 
Theme: Book Review Panel on Hindu Approaches to Spiritual Care: Chaplaincy in Theory and Practice, 
ed. Vineet Chander and Lucinda Mosher 
 
Convener: Rita D. Sherma, Graduate Theological Union 
 
Asha Shipman, Yale University, Presiding 
 
Panelists: 
 Varun Khanna, University of Pennsylvania 
 Jeffery D. Long, Elizabethtown University 
 Ramdas Lamb, University of Hawaii, Manoa 
 Kerry San Chirico, Villanova University 
Responding: Vineet Chander, Princeton University, and Lucinda Mosher, Hartford Seminary 
 
Sunday, November 24 
9:00-11:30am, Convention Center, 11A (Upper Level West) 
AAR Program: P24-106 
 
Theme: Intersection of Hindu-Christian Comparative Theology and Religious Pluralism 
 
Anant Rambachan, Saint Olaf College, Presiding 
 
Panelists: 
 Elaine Fisher, Stanford University 
 John Thatamanil, Union Theological Seminary 
 Reid Locklin, University of Toronto 
 Kalpesh Bhatt, University of Toronto 
Responding:  Francis X. Clooney, Harvard University 
 
Society for Hindu-Christian Studies Business Meeting 
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2018 Denver, CO 
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2016 San Antonio, TX 
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2003 Atlanta, Georgia 
2002 Toronto, Ontario 
2001 Denver, Colorado 
2000 Nashville, Tennessee 
1999 Boston, Massachusetts 
1998 Orlando, Florida 
1997 San Francisco, California 
1996 New Orleans, Louisiana 
1995 Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
1994 Chicago, Illinois  
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Hindu Pluralism: Religion and the Public Sphere in Early Modern 
India. By Elaine M. Fisher. Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 
2017, xii + 285 pages. 
 
THE discipline of Hindu-Christian Studies is 
arguably premised on the existence of 
“Hinduism” and “Christianity” as discrete, 
interpretable realities. The basis of this 
premise has been complicated of late by 
disputes about the historical integrity of 
Hinduism prior to its encounter with colonial 
Christianity. Andrew Nicholson’s monograph 
Unifying Hinduism (Columbia, 2010) marks an 
inflection in this debate, excavating an 
emerging, differentiated sense of Vedic unity 
in the late medieval and early modern 
doxographies of various scholastic traditions. 
In the last decade, the collaborative efforts of 
Valerie Stoker, Anand Venkatkrishnan, Ajay 
Rao, Yigal Bronner and others have brought 
further definition to this fertile period of 
Hindu self-definition. Elaine Fisher’s Hindu 
Pluralism belongs securely to this body of 
scholarship, as well as engaging in direct 
comparison at several key points in its 
argument. 
In content, Hindu Pluralism traces the 
consolidation of Smārta-Śaivism, or Tamil 
Brahminism, as one of several overlapping, 
contested “sectarian publics” (19) in early 
modern Madurai. The chief protagonist in the 
narrative is the seventeenth-century poet and 
Śaiva theologian Nīlakaṇṭha Dīkṣita, and the 
high point of its development is the 
Tiruviḷaiyāṭal Purāṇam (TVP), or “Sacred 
Games of Śiva,” a local epic (sthalapurāṇa) that 
proliferated in Tamil, Telugu and Sanskrit 
variants and deeply marked the public 
architecture and calendrical festivities 
associated with Madurai’s great Mīnākṣī-
Sundareṣvara Temple. Chapter 1 traces the 
emergence of Śaivism from a fully 
independent tradition that rejected the Vedas 
and significant Brahminical institutions into 
one of several competing Vedic “sects,” fully 
integrated with the theology of Advaita 
Vedānta, between the thirteenth and 
sixteenth centuries. This process of 
transformation culminates in the great 
Advaita works of Appaya Dīkṣita and Appaya’s 
grandnephew, Nīlakaṇṭha. The next two 
chapters treat the writings of Nīlakaṇṭha and 
selected contemporaries in more detail to 
trace the contours of their sectarian 
community, both in its internal, deep 
imbrication with the Advaita Śāṅkarācārya 
lineages of Sringeri and Kanchipuram and the 
esoteric practice of Śrīvidyā goddess worship 
(Chapter 2) and in its external contestation 
with rival schools through a shared 
framework of religious philology and 
sectarian identity-markers (Chapter 3). 
Chapter 4, the longest in the volume, focuses 
directly on the TVP, including its initial 
provenance among Tamil literary elites, its 
sudden explosion in multiple vernaculars in 
the seventeenth century, and its eventual 
prominence in popular and material cultures 
of Madurai. 
Through her painstaking reading and 
analysis of a range of manuscript traditions—
many of them unpublished—Fisher 
successfully illustrates not merely “the 
historical facticity of the Smārta tradition,” 
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but also “the process of its emergence” in 
precolonial late modernity (189). This is an 
impressive achievement by itself, but 
embedded in the historical narrative are two 
additional, constructive claims likely to be of 
interest to readers of this journal. First, Hindu 
Pluralism undertakes a sophisticated 
comparative engagement of “public” as an 
interpretive category across Christian and 
Hindu intellectual histories. Notwithstanding 
the volume’s subtitle, Fisher questions 
whether any conception of a single, 
purportedly a-religious “public sphere” can be 
sustained outside the Western context. 
Instead, in precolonial South India, one 
discovers multiple publics, each defined by its 
“internal coherence” as a discrete “meaning-
making system” (13, citing Niklas Luhmann). 
Though mutually independent, these publics 
nevertheless interpenetrate one another 
through vital, “intersectarian” (105) 
contestation across a shared scriptural canon 
and shared rules of philosophical debate. 
There is a real unity in this emergent pattern 
of “Hindu” or “Vaidika” identity, Fisher 
contends, but it is a “unity qualified at its core 
by plurality” (48).  
This distinctively Hindu imaginary of 
overlapping sectarian publics in early 
modernity, in turn, shapes what Fisher 
suggests is “a genuinely emic religious 
pluralism, one that is neither founded upon 
universalism or exclusivism, nor modeled as a 
modular transplant of European civil society” 
(193). This second constructive claim is 
developed allusively, by anecdote rather than 
primarily by argument. The “Hindu pluralism” 
of the volume’s title is illustrated by one 
research informant, described in the 
introduction, who views initiation into Śaiva 
tradition as an independent religious marker, 
one that rests as easily on a Christian devotee 
as a Hindu one (1-2). It is captured by 
Nīlakaṇṭha’s comfort with authoring a manual 
on Śrīvidyā esoteric practice for internal 
consumption, while also contending fiercely 
for such public markers of orthodox Śaivism as 
the tripuṇḍra or three lines of ash on the 
forehead. It receives popular expression in the 
short aphorism, “A Vaiṣṇava in public, a Śaiva 
in the home, a Śakta in the heart” (136). 
If Fisher is less than fully convincing on 
this score, this may stem less from any 
particular weakness in her argument than 
from her interpretive perspective as an 
historian rather than a theologian, and the 
simple limits of what one can accomplish in a 
single monograph. The argument itself 
coheres quite well with those advanced more 
systematically by other scholars, notably by 
Muthuraj Swamy in The Problem with 
Interreligious Dialogue (Bloomsbury, 2016). In 
Hindu Pluralism, Fisher’s constructive claims 
take second place to her efforts to bring out a 
neglected history of early modern Smārta-
Śaivism and its vital role in the construction of 
modern and contemporary Hinduism. The 
detailed textual studies of Chapters 2-4 are not 
for the faint of heart, but they amply reward 
patient engagement. Given the book’s open 
access through UC Press’s Luminos publishing 
program, moreover, there is no reason why 
Fisher’s study should not become a widely 
shared point of reference for scholars and 
advanced graduate students in Hinduism, 
South Asian Studies and the Theory of 
Religion.  
Reid B. Locklin 
St. Michael’s College, University of Toronto 
 
86
Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies, Vol. 32 [2019], Art. 21
https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/jhcs/vol32/iss1/21
DOI: 10.7825/2164-6279.1747
Book Reviews 85 
Possessed by the Virgin: Hinduism, Roman Catholicism, and Marian 
Possession in South India. By Kristin Bloomer. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2018, 352 pages. 
 
KRISTIN BLOOMER’S Possessed by the Virgin is 
an ethnographic study of Marian possession in 
the South Indian state of Tamil Nadu. Bloomer 
focuses on the experiences of three women: 
Dhanam, Rosalind, and Nancy. All three are 
Roman Catholic and from non-elite class or 
caste backgrounds, marking their experiences 
both as women who exercise sacred authority 
in a largely patriarchal context and as 
religious minorities who occupy precarious 
positions in relation to India’s Hindu majority 
and dominant upper caste minority. Bloomer 
draws attention to how possession unsettles 
different kinds of hegemony, parsing out the 
dynamics of women’s agency in contexts of 
both affirmation and condemnation by local 
authority structures. This study will be of wide 
interest to specialists in South Asia, Indian 
religions, global Christianity, and gender 
studies. Bloomer’s electric style adeptly 
communicates the complexities of gender, 
agency, and power in religious communities. 
Although suited to a postgraduate audience 
due to the study’s length and level of detail, it 
would be compelling and accessible to use—in 
whole or part—in classroom settings for 
advanced undergraduates.  
Bloomer’s study excels in its textured 
ethnographic descriptions. It is also grounded 
in a sustained theoretical analysis of how 
South Indian forms of Marian possession 
interact with three forms of hegemony: 
patriarchy, in its particular Tamil contexts; 
orthodox Roman Catholicism; and 
Brahmanical Hinduism (21). Bloomer 
contends that Dhanam, Rosalind, and Nancy 
are engaged in antihegemonic structures that 
challenge the status quo while also colluding 
with some of the same hegemonic structures 
that their practices threaten, using a range of 
“tools” from these systems—including gods 
and goddesses, deity and spirit possession 
practices, Mary and the saints, and exorcism 
rituals (19). Bloomer notes that the valuation 
of authenticity is central to these practices—in 
some cases alongside performances of middle-
class success, educational attainment, or 
rising socioeconomic status (86). Additionally, 
in highlighting tensions between grassroots, 
popular devotion and the legitimating Church, 
Bloomer examines notions of authenticity as 
bestowed or withheld by the often male-
gendered Catholic theological orthodoxy. 
However, in these practices of possession and 
healing, authenticity is ultimately grounded in 
individual relationships between devotees and 
the women who embody this healing power of 
Mary. The power in their Marian possession 
experiences is particularly salient in regard to 
the loss of a child or the negotiation of 
leverage in situations of domestic abuse. 
Through grappling with suffering, they enable 
a transformation in the minds and bodies of 
those who seek their help. 
In South India, as throughout many global 
Catholic contexts, Mary is revered in a 
multiplicity of forms, tied to particular 
characteristics and sites. Prominent Tamil 
forms of Mary, such as Velankanni Mātā, are 
the starting point for the experiences of 
Dhanam, Rosalind, Nancy. But Marian 
possession engenders new forms, even new 
names. Bloomer highlights Our Lady Jecintho, 
a local form of Mary christened through 
Rosalind’s possession experiences and later 
experienced by Nancy. In resonance with the 
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work of A.K. Ramanujan, Paula Richman, and 
others on the multiplicity of Rāmāyaṇa 
narratives, Bloomer’s attention to the 
multiplicity of Marys for South Indian 
Catholics conveys an important point about 
the fluid, multifaceted nature of religion. 
Bloomer’s subjects share, with their larger 
Tamil Hindu surroundings, terms such as 
bhakti and prasadam, as well as idioms of 
drowning in the love of God and spirit 
possession, rendering their Marian possession 
legible to Hindu and Catholic devotional 
frameworks. In the geographic surroundings 
and devotional worldviews of some Marian 
devotees, Hindu and Christian deities are in 
competition. Yet this contestation speaks of 
intimate proximities as well; not only 
geographical proximities of predominantly 
Hindu and Catholic villages, but also the multi-
religious character of many South Indian 
families, such as Nancy’s, in which relatives 
identifying with Catholic and Hindu live under 
the same roof. This marks Bloomer’s study as 
an important contribution to the study of 
South Indian Christianity in practice.    
A number of themes emerge in Bloomer’s 
ethnographic descriptions and analysis. I will 
focus here on the theme of embodiment, as it 
undergirds central aspects of Catholic 
doctrine and practice and is central to 
Bloomer’s analysis of hegemony and agency in 
South Indian Marian possession. Invoking a 
history of scholarship (E. Valentine Daniel, 
Isabelle Nabakov), Bloomer describes Tamil 
notions of embodiment as fluid and 
permeable, inflecting local possession events 
(58). Bloomer examines the “somantic 
semantics” of such possession, noting that 
Dhanam’s “capacity to make room for Mātā” as 
well as non-Catholic deities and spirits “in her 
own body” (206) renders her charismatic 
challenge to the authority of the Roman 
Catholic church’s institutional structures as 
palpably somatic. Drawing from Catherine 
Bell’s work on the “ritualized body,” Bloomer 
fleshes out the significance of these possession 
events in the social and religious spheres, as in 
Rosalind’s corporeal invocation of the 
authority of Jesus through washing priests’ 
feet, an act echoing Jesus’ actions and 
ordinarily permissible exclusively by men 
(72). By cultivating their own bodies as a 
“home of Mātā,” these women buck the need 
for male priests and the Vatican as mediators 
between the devout and the Divine. Prayer 
meetings and healing sessions center on a 
female authority structure not possible in 
orthodox Roman Catholic churches. Bloomer 
contrasts their somatic experiences of Marian 
possession with the “authorized male-
gendered trinity and the fourth-century 
Vatican doctrine” (116), contending that 
women such as Rosalind, Nancy, and Dhanam 
“flesh out” the “hole” created by the 
systematic dehumanization and desexing of 
Mary by the many-centuries’ development of 
Vatican orthodoxy. However, taking a cue 
from Saba Mahmood’s critique of a binary 
model of agency as one of subordination and 
subversion, Bloomer conveys the complexity 
of her subjects’ agency. Nancy “must” 
maintain an “ambivalent relation” to power 
and agency in order to claim social power as a 
young, unmarried woman in Tamil society 
(98). All three women’s practices compete 
with but also bolster local Roman Catholic 
parishes. 
Bloomer’s writing style is clear and 
relatable, imbuing her ethnography with a 
richness of presence. She reads Tamil Marian 
devotional practices in relation to local Hindu 
and village worship and transnational 
Pentecostal influences, as well as adjacent to 
the Marian devotion in her own Charismatic 
Catholic upbringing. Her meticulous 
scholarship is supported by extensive 
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expository footnotes, as well as in-text 
explanations of technical or region-specific 
terms that may be unfamiliar to a broader 
audience. Possessed of a free-flowing 
narrative style, the work defies the structure 
of conventional academic writing. It unfolds 
instead with a focus on gradual character 
development and plot lines that showcase 
Bloomer’s training as both an ethnographer 
and a literary writer. While this style makes it 
challenging at times to identify the structural 
direction of each consecutive chapter, it 
imbues the work with an enthralling 
character. Bloomer’s rich descriptions of 
everyday moments and defining events absorb 
the reader with the interest of a novel while 
remaining deftly tied to her analytical 
framework. 
This brilliant study is a substantive 
contribution to the growing body of 
ethnographic literature centered on women as 
living religious authorities, wielding their 
power at the margins of established religious 
orthodoxies. Moreover, this study is of critical 
importance to discussions of methodology 
among ethnographers of religion. Bloomer 
highlights the complexities of conducting an 
ethnography “as a friendly researcher,” “a 
potential skeptic,” and a “tall, unmarried 
farangi" (206) with the resources to travel 
internationally and conduct research. 
Effectively voicing the “ambiguities of being a 
witness” (55), she charts a path for 
articulating, in a “relationship of reciprocity” 
(206), the experiences of women and men 
whose lived realities radically differ.  A 
methodical reflexivity is also built into the 
study’s structure. Drawing from the Tamil 
Caṅkam poetic conventions of the akam 
(“inner”) and puram (“outer”) modes of 
expression for love and politics or war 
respectively, Bloomer highlights the 
inherently subjective, dialogic nature of 
describing religious experiences. Her 
subheading system draws from the multivocal 
akam poetic mode, an approach that 
emphasizes the ethnographer’s subjectivity as 
well. Moreover, Bloomer’s candor in relation 
to her research process conveys the 
fundamental challenges of conducting 
ethnographies of religion in the first place, 
summarized aptly in a question that arose 
during one Marian possession event: “How do 
you interview the Mother of God?”  
Claire C. Robison 
Bowdoin College 
 
Hagiography and Religious Truth: Case Studies in the Abrahamic and 
Dharmic Traditions. Edited by Rico G. Monge, Kerry P. C. San Chirico, 
and Rachel J. Smith. New York: Bloomsbury, 2016, xv + 265 pages.  
 
JEFFREY J. KRIPAL of Rice University sets the 
stage for Hagiography and Religious Truth. In 
his powerful forward, he reminds us that 
religious phenomena are, for lack of a better 
word, real—we experience them, they 
transform us, and they defy all reductionist 
interpretation. They are what they are, not 
less (xiii-xv). Therefore, conclude our editors, 
the best strategy to understand religious 
phenomena (saints, in this instance) is not to 
explain them away through materialist, 
psychological, or sociological strategies. The 
best way to understand them is through 
comparison, placing saint into relationship 
with saint, across times and traditions, in 
order to elicit their more. Such comparison 
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strips the known of its obviousness, 
interrogates the familiar, and reveals 
overlooked aspects of the religious heroes 
whom we revere. Drs. Rico G. Monge, Kerry P. 
C. San Chirico, and Rachel J. Smith have 
achieved this hagiographic comparison in 
their new volume, Hagiography and Religious 
Truth, which fulfills its great promise.  
But Hagiography and Religious Truth is 
more than a comparative endeavor. Part I, 
consisting of three essays, introduces current 
hagiographical theory: What is hagiography, 
and what does it do? How should we read it? 
What if the story never happened? Through 
these questions, the authors elicit 
contemporary debates and explore a range of 
interdisciplinary answers. Part II provides 
case studies in the dharmic traditions of 
Hinduism and Buddhism. Chapters in this 
section establish how hagiographic traditions 
can diverge, detail the evolving relationship 
between a saint and the sacred space 
celebrating him, and describe the ascent with 
modification of a hagiography from India to 
Tibet. Part III provides case studies in 
Abrahamic hagiography, including two essays 
on the various political uses of hagiography, 
an essay on hagiography and liturgy, and an 
essay on the interiorization of saintly values 
by saints’ devotees. Finally, Part IV is explicitly 
comparative. Essays there illustrate the power 
of hagiography to provide theological 
legitimation, the liminal saints of Hindu-
Christian Khrist Bhaktas in Varanasi, and the 
religious traditions’ insistence that no saint 
can be understood through reductionist 
approaches. The volume concludes with a fine 
response by Francis X. Clooney.  
Due to the space limitations of this review, 
I will here address in-depth only four 
chapters. For comprehensiveness, I will 
choose one essay from each section. My choice 
is in no way an evaluation of any chapter.  
In Part I, Rico G. Monge discusses the 
fraught relationship between academic 
biography and hagiography in “Saints, Truth, 
and the ‘Use and Abuse’ of Hagiography.” 
America’s positivist culture, which demands 
that truth be publicly verifiable, prefers 
biography as a collation of facts to 
hagiography as a manifestation of 
transformative power (2). But in our morally 
challenged times, do we need more data or 
more saintliness (9)? The “academic” 
denigration of hagiography as embellished, 
faithless biography may miss an opportunity 
for subjective and collective transformation, 
the opportunity we most need (12). In making 
this claim, Monge is not advocating literalist 
fundamentalism or nihilist aestheticism; he 
does not deny the importance of facts or 
science. He is instead suggesting that we allow 
hagiography to do what it was intended to do 
(18). Those who authored the lives of saints 
were not trying to get tenure in academic 
institutions; they were trying to inspire, and 
their works should be judged by that criterion. 
In Part II, Mark McLaughlin discusses the 
saint as the nondual (advaita) form of the 
formless in “Turning Tomb to Temple: 
Hagiography, Sacred Space, and Ritual 
Activity in a Thirteenth-century Hindu 
Shrine.” He probes the fascinating case of 
Jñāneśvar, a medieval Hindu saint from 
Maharashtra. Jñāneśvar dug a meditation 
room beneath a temple to Śiva, had his 
followers block in the door, and went into 
saṃjīvan samādhi, living absorption into 
Brahman, in which the meditator is freed from 
all the restraints of embodied existence (70). 
Graciously, Jñāneśvar left behind his body and 
its store of karmic merit (73). Today, 700 years 
later, devotees come to his tomb to take 
darśan, to see and be seen by the saint, and 
receive his infinite merit. They do so through 
his samādhi marker, a bronze bust. Through 
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the intimacy of vision, devotees interact with 
Jñāneśvar as form and formless, as person and 
Brahman, as here and everywhere. 
Paradoxically, they see nonduality and are 
seen by nonduality. Through this ritual 
activity, they are invited into Brahman, the 
true form of all things (87-88).  
In Part III, Vernon J. Schubel highlights 
Islamic devotion to saints in “The 
Transmission of Virtue in the Hagiography of 
Haci Bektas Veli: The Narrative of Guvenc 
Abdal.” Academic introductions to Islam tend 
to focus on the Qur’an, the five pillars, and 
Salafi legalism, while the media focus on 
Wahabism, shariah law, and militancy. 
Overlooked are the intimate interpersonal 
relationships fostered by Islam, such as love of 
God, emulation of Muhammad, and devotional 
allegiance to the evliya-i Allah (Turkish), the 
“Friends of God,” Sufi “saints.” Muslims, 
especially the Alevi mystics that Schubel 
studies, try to transform their essential 
personality through relationship with these 
paradigmatic human beings, who provide 
ethical inspiration but also blessing, guidance, 
and miraculous interventions (112-114). So 
powerful is the saints’ holiness that devotees’ 
interior journey with them can lead to insan 
al-kamil, the perfected human being (115). In 
order to illustrate this practice, the chapter 
discusses Haci Bektas Veli, the most important 
mystic to Alevi Muslims, and his effect on 
followers (117-122). 
In Part IV, Kerry P.C. San Chirico describes 
the inherently comparative practice of one 
Hindu-Christian sect in “Holy Negotiations in 
a Hindu Heartland: Abundant People and 
Spaces Among the Khrist Bhaktas of Banaras.” 
San Chirico writes about a liminal case, low-
caste Christ-worshipers who are both Hindu 
and Christian, hence neither Hindu nor 
Christian. Jesus is their chosen God, whom 
they worship much as Hindus worship their 
Kṛṣṇa. Khrist Bhaktas refuse baptism, yet 
receive the gifts of the Spirit, especially that of 
healing. Uniquely, San Chirico’s essay is not so 
much about hagiography; it is hagiography, 
and the saints are the Khrist Bhaktas 
themselves. They are abundant persons, “a 
people connected to God in a special way,” the 
egalitarian oppressed, blessed by their 
condition with sturdy faith (188). They do not 
believe in Jesus; they know Jesus, as the 
nursling knows her mother, and they share 
that knowledge with the world (192). They are 
thus saints (holy persons, in English) and sants 
(persons abundant in being, in Hindi), both of 
this world and beyond it, transformative 
manifestations of abundance. As such, they 
are a proper object of study for any 
hagiographer, even if he is also an academic 
(197-198). 
In this rewarding volume, I will admit that 
I found one discussion missing. In a volume on 
hagiography, I would have appreciated more 
discussion of what constitutes sainthood. San 
Chirico briefly touches upon it (186), as does 
Smith (26-27), but further development would 
have been helpful. When I think of a saint, 
progressive Protestant that I am, I tend to 
automatically think of an especially kind, 
gentle, or peaceful person: Mother Teresa, 
Gandhi, the Dalai Lama, or all of my Sunday 
school teachers growing up. My saints are 
domesticated, perhaps even cuddly. But 
religious traditions often ascribe sainthood 
(insofar as the concept translates) to persons 
who are religiously obsessive, self-destructive, 
militant, or overweening. In a tribal 
framework, within which many religious 
operate, their saint may be our villain, and 
vice versa. The saints described in 
Hagiography and Religious Truth tend to be 
what open-minded Westerners think of as 
saints; they’re generally not threatening or 
dangerous. A deeper consideration of the 
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multivalence of saintliness—and its moral 
ambiguity—may have helped inform the 
various, otherwise excellent, discussions.  
That being said, this volume fills a 
yawning gap in interreligious study, and it is 
very well executed. The structure is logical, 
the writing clear, and the subject compelling. 
I found it academically and spiritually 
stimulating and commend it to anyone who 
seeks to learn more about those 
extraordinarily abundant human beings 
whom we call saints.  
Jon Paul Sydnor 
Emmanuel College (Boston) 
 
Imaginations of Death and the Beyond in India and Europe. Edited by 
Günter Blamberger and Sudhir Kakar. Singapore: Springer Nature, 
2018, ix + 202 pages.  
 
THIS volume brings together twelve essays 
from a 2014 conference, “Figurations of 
Afterlife/Afterdeath,” held in New Delhi and 
funded by the German Federal Ministry of 
Education and Research. As noted in the 
volume’s brief, unattributed introduction, the 
central concern of the conference was to ask 
“How can literature and the arts in general 
help us cope with [the] knowledge of death?” 
(vii). Underlying this question is the 
problematic nature of the knowledge of death 
itself; indeed, as the author of the introduction 
notes, death, which characteristically is laden 
with uncertainty, carries us “beyond all 
rational analysis” (vii).  
Yet, whereas an earlier age looked to the 
world of religion to approach the unknowable, 
as editor and contributor Günter Blamberger 
observes, “religion has lost its influence as a 
common master discourse providing answers 
to fundamental problems…” (21). Blamberger 
suggests that in its place, in the modern world, 
“what really matters is that almost everybody 
pays attention to the artifacts of literature, of 
the arts, or of mass media to study their 
depiction and their reading of traditionally 
religious questions of disease and death, good 
and bad, justice and injustice, love and grief, 
community and solitude” (21). This notion of 
the arts as a repository of what was once 
located in traditional religious discourse 
recurs throughout the volume, as individual 
essays delve broadly into modern film, 
literature, and the created worlds of social and 
political discourse. However, alongside this 
core, traditional religious notions are cited 
over and again; in particular, mythologies of 
the afterlife and deathways are treated in 
several essays, and are appealed to in others as 
points of contrast. 
The twelve essays are grouped under four 
headings: Initial Questions (consisting of two 
essays by the editors Kakar and Blamberger 
that loosely frame the collection as a whole); 
Questions of Immortality; Questions of 
Visuality; and Questions of Transition. 
Interspersed in each section are essays that 
discuss European notions of death and the 
afterlife (the majority of the essays) with 
others that consider Indic materials. These 
two nodes (European and Indic) are set off by 
a brief introductory section that juxtaposes a 
Grimm story of an encounter with Godfather 
Death with the famed Kathopanishad (ca. 5th 
c. BCE) tale of the meeting between the 
brahmin boy Nachiketas and the God of Death 
(Yama).  
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The individual essays are of high quality. 
Noteworthy elements include Blamberger’s 
wide-ranging rumination (“Threshold Images 
Between Life and Death in Western Literature 
and Film”) on the “replacement” of traditional 
religious notions with images and ideas drawn 
from literature and mass media, “as if they 
were myths of evidence” (22). Here, 
Blamberger moves from Kafka, to the 1990 film 
Flatliners, to modern German poetry, to 
Mann’s Magic Mountain, skillfully eliciting 
“traditional” resonances throughout: the 
Grim Reaper of medieval Christian allegory; 
death as the punishment for the Fall; the 
figures of Charon and Jesus. Jonardon Ganeri’s 
remarkable essay (“Illusions of Immortality”) 
sets the notions of death, selfhood, and 
consciousness put forth by the famed fifth 
century Buddhist scholiast Buddhaghosa 
against the perception of the unknowable and 
hence uncertain nature of death found in the 
work of the modern Portuguese poet Fernando 
Pessoa. Ganeri’s carefully wrought 
comparison leads to deep questions of the 
nature of consciousness and subjectivity, (the 
“me” and the “not-me”), “...and the 
combination of absolute familiarity and total 
alienation is indeed terrifying” (44). Other 
deeply fascinating studies are Oliver Krüger’s 
essay (“The Quest for Immortality as a 
Technical Problem: The Idea of Cybergnosis 
and the Visions of Posthumanism”) on the 
implications of freedom from a mortal body in 
a posthuman, cyborg existence; that is, 
effectively a state of immortality, but one in 
which human concerns (sexual pleasure, 
materialism in general) would still impinge 
upon existence, hence raising a number of 
troubling moral questions. 
Among the essays treating Indic materials 
is Nama Ahuja’s “The Dead, Dying, and Post-
Death: Visual Exemplars and Iconographic 
Devices,” which presents a detailed 
conspectus of Indian “monuments for the 
dead” along with a wide selection of 
iconographic associations of Indian gods with 
death. This is an unstudied field, yet with a 
range of elements that Ahuja shows to have 
been “in plain sight” in myth, temple art, and 
literature. Better known in India are the 
associations of the city of Varanasi (Kashi) 
with death, India’s most prized locale (on the 
banks of the Ganges) for the performance of 
funeral rites, the subject of Katherine Kakar’s 
essay (“Afterlife and Fertility in Varanasi”). 
Here, Kakar looks to the underlying element of 
fertility, death’s “opposite,” yet long known in 
the anthropological literature (188) to be 
coexistent with it. 
A number of the essays move nimbly 
between India and the West. Editor and 
contributor Sudhir Kakar (“Moksha: On the 
Hindu Quest for Immortality”) considers both 
traditional Indian views of death and what lies 
beyond, while lading his insights with 
references to Freud and modern Western 
studies of near-death experiences. Kakar’s 
essay is written in the form of a dialogue 
between skeptic and believer, suggesting not 
only his own inner dialogue, but recalls the 
format of Mohandas Gandhi’s famed 1909 
manifesto Hind Swaraj or Indian Home Rule. 
Thomas Macho’s “Paths to Nirvana? Hunger as 
Practice of Suicide,” though primarily focused 
on images of death and the beyond that are 
drawn from current cinema, deftly locates the 
modern representation of suicide within the 
Japanese practice of ritual suicide and self-
mummification. 
Although less a collection than an eclectic 
mix, a point accentuated by the lack of an 
introductory synoptic narrative—something 
generally seen in volumes of this sort—the 
individual essays are invariably thought-
provoking, and in many cases, highly 
innovative. The work is recommended not 
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only for those with an interest in 
representations of death and what lies 
beyond, but also for those engaged in studying 
the intersection of the modern and the 
traditional. Although the material is not 
specifically comparative, there is much to be 





Keshab: Bengal’s Forgotten Prophet. By John A. Stevens. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2018, 309 pages. 
 
KESHAB CHANDRA SEN (1838-1884) was the 
founder of the Brahmo Samaj of India, a 
splinter group from the original Brahmo 
Samaj initiated by Rammohan Roy in 1828. 
Roy’s Samaj began as a reformed version of 
Hinduism, without image worship and 
drawing upon the Upanishads. It was later led 
by Debendranath Tagore. Today, Sen is 
somewhat of a forgotten figure, but in the 
1860s, he was popular among the Western 
educated of Kolkata as a religious and social 
reformer. Later, given that some of his 
positions and actions were inconsistent and 
controversial, and given that Indian 
nationalism emerged as the new trend, he was 
reviled. A century later, in the 1970s, there was 
much research on Sen and related figures. In 
1979, David Kopf published the foundational 
study, The Brahmo Samaj and the Shaping of 
the Indian Mind. John Stevens’s new book 
sheds further light on Sen and shows that he 
continues to be a relevant focus of research. 
Sen was raised in a Vaishnava family in 
Bengal. However, under the influence of a 
Western education, he dropped his religious 
background. He spent time with Christian 
missionaries, but instead of becoming 
Christian he joined Tagore’s Brahmo Samaj. 
Sen drew many young people into the Samaj. 
However, tensions grew between the younger 
and older generations, and Sen thus led a 
splinter group, the Brahmo Samaj of India. No 
longer under the tutelage and authority of 
Tagore, Sen explored a wide variety of 
interests with his splinter group. These 
included Vaishnava devotionalism, Advaitic 
notions of unity, Hindu stories and rituals, Sri 
Ramakrishna, Jesus Christ, Christian 
evangelicalism, Thomas Carlyle’s philosophy, 
and English approaches to social reform. 
Given the many shifts in Sen’s thought and 
actions, he came to be widely criticized and a 
third group, the Sadharan Brahmo Samaj, 
splintered from his organization.  
How does one make sense of this self-
professedly eclectic figure? In his 1979 study, 
Kopf identified him as a “prophet of 
interreligious harmony.” One would like more 
clarity on this issue: in what way was he a 
prophet? How, for instance, did his approach 
differ from the approaches of later figures like 
Swami Vivekananda and John Hick? Stevens 
offers a key: Sen’s approach was performative. 
He tried to bridge religions by enacting 
aspects of them, “embodying them in his own 
person” in order to effect a unity “that did not 
exist in reality” (224). His best-known 
attempts, in that regard, were his theatrical 
celebrations in 1880 of various saints and wise 
men from across the world, and his 
performance, in 1881, of new, hybridized 
religious rituals. 
Stevens’s study also sheds light on the 
relationship between Sen and the newly 
94
Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies, Vol. 32 [2019], Art. 21
https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/jhcs/vol32/iss1/21
DOI: 10.7825/2164-6279.1747
Book Reviews 93 
emerging Indian nationalism. 
Historiographers have noted a general shift, in 
the late nineteenth century, from social 
reform to nationalism. Writing during a time 
of rising nationalism, in the 1890s, Aurobindo 
Ghose criticized reformers like Sen for being 
shallow imitators of the West. However, 
according to Stevens, Sen was not a mere 
imitator, but was trying to embody both East 
and West. For instance, he kept an upper-class 
home but also experimented with samnyasa. 
Stevens believes that Sen was trying to bridge 
East and West by trying “to ‘perform’ the roles 
of both an Anglicised gentleman and a Hindu 
ascetic” (193).  
What was the impact of this controversial 
and self-professedly eclectic figure? His 
organization, the Brahmo Samaj of India, later 
reconstituted as the “New Dispensation,” died 
out soon after his death. Further, his efforts at 
social reform, his theatrical celebrations of 
saints, and his hybridized religious rituals, left 
no lasting historical tradition. Yet, he was a 
creative man who experimented with 
different streams of thought. He articulated 
ideas and insights that later appeared in the 
works of figures like Swami Vivekananda and 
Aurobindo Ghose. Likewise, he explored ideas 
that later nineteenth and twentieth century 
Indian Christian theologians developed more 
fully. Also, in Hindu-Christian Faqir (2015), 
Timothy Dobe shows Sen’s importance in the 
history of hybridized Hindu-Christian 
asceticism.  
The main aim of Stevens’s study is to 
situate Sen in his historical context, showing 
how he negotiated the various transnational 
forces operating on him. This book is 
important for scholars exploring nineteenth 
and twentieth century intellectual encounters 
between India and the West. It should be a part 
of the libraries of scholars researching figures 
like Vivekananda and Brahmabandhab 
Upadhyay. It is especially important for those 
studying the nineteenth and twentieth 
century encounter between Hindu and 
Christian thought. 
Edward T. Ulrich 
University of St. Thomas 
 
In the Bosom of the Father: The Collected Poems of Benedictine 
Mystic. Translated by Jacob Riyeff. Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2018, 
226 pages. 
 
SWAMI ABHISHIKTANANDA (Henri Le Saux, 
1910-1973) was the well-known Roman 
Catholic priest and monk who immersed 
himself in Advaitic spirituality while retaining 
his identities as a priest and monk. He spent 
two decades exploring the tensions and issues 
that arose. Jacob Riyeff is a professor of 
English specializing, among other topics, in 
monastic and contemplative dimensions of 
medieval English poetry. At a retreat center, 
he came across Abhishiktananda’s books. 
Intrigued, Riyeff explored more, and thus the 
current publication. 
Abhishiktananda did not set out to be a 
poet nor is he known for his poetry. However, 
he wrote many free verse poems in his prose 
works, expressing his experiences, feelings, 
thoughts, and struggles. Riyeff gathered all 
these poems and organized the book into four 
sections. The first consists of poems from the 
manuscript, “Guhantara.” Abhishiktananda 
composed this work in the early 1950s, and it 
was one of his earliest attempts to wrestle, 
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theologically, with Advaita. The second 
section consists of translations of 
Abhishiktananda’s French adaptations of 
Ramana Maharshi’s poems. It was through 
Ramana, and the symbolic importance of the 
holy mountain, Arunachala, where Ramana 
lived, that Abhishiktananda developed his 
fascination with Advaita. The third section 
consists of poems from his diary and the 
fourth from other prose works.  
Riyeff comments that in 
Abhishiktananda’s poetry “there is an 
immediacy and a baldness (boldness!) of 
statement and observation he did not often 
allow himself. Here in the poems, Swāmī 
Abhishiktānanda lets his guard down more 
than he does in his prose, the monk singing 
out to his God, not-two” (13). Riyeff 
characterizes the poetry, stating that though 
Abhishiktananda does not use “poetic forms 
with regular meters,” there are “several 
formal features, like vivid and even shocking 
images, ardent anaphora, and syntactic 
parallelism” (13). Some poems give beautiful 
expression to aspects of Upanishadic 
spirituality: 
God is as close to you as you are. 
God is as far from you within yourself as 
he is outside of yourself. 
Travel the starry firmament, out beyond 
the galaxies, and still you will not have 
reached God. God’s heaven is beyond 
all the heavens we can reach by reason 
or sense. 
The mystery you bear within yourself is 
itself beyond all the galaxies your 
mind can explore (124). 
Other poems explore the tensions 
Abhishiktananda experienced between 
Advaitic spirituality and his Christian identity. 
An example is in the early poem, “The Other 
Shore,” from “Guhantara.” He wrote about a 
disjunction between the scholarly world that 
nurtured him as a seminarian and monk in 
France and the spirituality he experienced at 
Arunachala: 
who cares about the words scholars use to 
enclose 
the mystery that lies within:  
no one will understand who has not first 
seen it within himself— 
who at some point has experienced those 
beatific death throes (47). 
Although Abhishiktananda experienced 
the spirituality at Arunachala as something 
new to him, he nevertheless identified it with 
Jesus Christ: “I came here to make You known 
to my Hindu brothers,/but it is You who have 
made Yourself known to me in them,/in the 
overwhelming features of Arunāchala!” (129). 
Abhishiktananda explored this in a further 
poem: “In our teaching, we dwell on the 
theological or dogmatic truths about Jesus. 
Whose formulation—all of them—is ever and 
terribly dependent on a given mythic 
environment and intrinsically relative 
philosophical systems. . . . Jesus is the image 
that arises in my deepest depths and rises up 
in my consciousness” (147). Whereas dogmatic 
statements are specific to cultures, the 
experience itself of Jesus has a universality, 
Abhishiktananda believed, rising up from 
depths beneath human consciousness.  
One can raise a critical point. In the 
preceding statement, Abhishiktananda was 
referring to nineteenth and twentieth century 
attempts to get to the core of Jesus’ message 
by “demythologizing” it, by moving past a 
philosophical and supernatural exterior. 
However, the demythologized Jesus tends to 
reflect the interests of the thinker conducting 
the demythologizing, whether that interest be 
social reform, aspects of Heideggerian 
philosophy, or, in Abhishiktananda’s case, 
Advaitic experience. 
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This book is appropriate for those 
interested in twentieth century mystics and 
contemporary expressions of Advaita. All 
scholars of Abhishiktananda should have it. 
Riyeff relied, in part, on the work of Judson 
Trapnell, whose research on 
Abhishiktananda’s poetry was cut short by his 
untimely death in 2003. It is good that these 
poems are now readily available and that 
Trapnell’s work has new life in Riyeff’s.  
Edward T. Ulrich 
University of St. Thomas 
 
Learning Interreligiously: In the Text, In the World. By Francis X. 
Clooney, SJ. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2018, xiii + 370 pages. 
 
AROUND the time I read this book, I visited the 
Van Gogh Museum’s exhibit, “Van Gogh and 
the Sunflowers.” Visitors to the popular 
Amsterdam destination view the evolution of 
the famous painter’s treatment of the large, 
bright blooms. Sketches and multiple versions 
convey a sense of the artist’s process and 
technique. The sunflowers appear in different 
lighting; singly, in vases, and in fields; 
blooming and dropping their petals. The 
artist’s letters to peers and family members 
disclose his thoughts about his craft and his 
feelings about the work. 
Francis X. Clooney’s Learning 
Interreligiously impresses the reader with 
similar glimpses into the inner workings of the 
artist behind his comparative theological 
masterpieces. This collection of posts from his 
blog at the “In All Things” website of the Jesuit 
journal America spans nearly a decade, from 
November 2007 to December 2016. During that 
time, in which Clooney published six 
monographs and edited volumes and wrote 
numerous articles, the blog posts reveal 
comparative theological sensibilities at work 
in daily life—while preparing weekly sermons, 
contemplating significant events, and 
commenting in a distinctive way upon 
religious and interreligious controversies as 
they arise.  
The first half of the book consists of 
various series of blog posts classed as 
“interreligious readings.” Some of these sets of 
reflections coincide with a liturgical season—
reading about Krishna during Advent, for 
example, or reading the Yoga Sutras or the 
Bhagavad Gita during Lent. Other series 
contemplate Hindu readings of Christian texts 
and themes, such as Yogananda’s 
interpretations of passion week and Swami 
Prabhavananda’s commentary on the Sermon 
on the Mount. Still others consider Christian 
themes alongside their parallels in non-Hindu 
texts: the Qur’an and the Book of Mormon. At 
times these pieces serve as a kind of digest of 
larger comparative theological projects. 
Characteristically, though, Clooney presents 
them not as settled conclusions, but as 
discrete acts of reading in two traditions in 
order to learn from them and ask new kinds of 
questions.  
The posts in the second half of the book 
are more occasional, taking contemporary 
events such as key anniversaries, papal 
statements, controversial publications, deaths 
of notable figures, and matters of 
interreligious significance as their point of 
departure. Like a thread running through this 
section, Clooney returns to the themes of how 
a reader can approach unfamiliar material, 
avoid falling into the stereotypes or polemics 
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of others, and respect others without 
necessarily agreeing with them. 
Who is the intended audience? A glance at 
the cover shows Clooney speaking to a group 
of approximately eight ochre-robed monks of 
the Swaminarayan community in Sarangpur, 
Gujarat. They sit, barefoot, in a circle of chairs 
in a room with pictures of deities and gurus on 
the wall. For readers aware that Clooney’s 
monumental scholarly books both display and 
emphasize a high degree of preparation to do 
comparative theology well, the photo recalls 
the fairly elite nature of the discipline and of 
many forms of interreligious dialogue.  
It would be a mistake, however, to assume 
that the book is primarily for professional 
scholars or ordered monks and priests. The 
posts are intentionally accessible. Longer than 
a typical popular blog (two to four pages), they 
are not as theoretical or extensive as blogs 
exclusively for a scholarly audience. The tone 
is thoughtful and inviting of non-experts and 
laity. One frequently glimpses Clooney the 
homiletician, as he draws the reader into the 
Christian texts he is contemplating for his 
Sunday sermon, and Clooney the pastor, as he 
recommends practices for prayer and spiritual 
formation.  
Furthermore, in these short pieces, 
Clooney is not always in the position of the 
expert. He quickly admits when he 
unequipped to comment on some aspect of 
current events. He acknowledges in his posts 
on the Qur’an and the Book of Mormon, “My 
goal … has been to show that one can pick up a 
book of another religious tradition, read it 
carefully, and draw some meaning from that 
reading, and that this reading does not require 
a lifetime of study, such as I have devoted to 
Hinduism.” Clooney teaches by demonstrating 
how to approach unfamiliar material through 
“careful amateur reading” with the assistance 
of good commentaries (193). 
Finally, unlike the audience pictured at 
Clooney’s presentation in Gujarat, Hindus are 
not the primary audience of this book. He 
appeals frequently to a “we” among the 
audience: he draws upon presuppositions and 
questions that Catholics are likely to share in 
relation to interreligious dialogue, and the 
posts in the first part of the book are 
structured around a shared liturgical year. 
Although he engages comments posted by 
some Hindu readers, and he occasionally turns 
over his platform to a Hindu guest blogger, the 
readers of America are mainly American 
Catholics—both ordered and lay.  
The title, Learning Interreligiously, not 
only describes what the reader witnesses 
Clooney doing in this book, but it also hints at 
pedagogical uses for the text. Teachers might 
excerpt entries or series of entries as examples 
of the comparative process, or to introduce a 
comparative angle into a particular topic or 
text. For this purpose, the reader should rely 
on the table of contents, which lists the title of 
each short piece separately. The book lacks an 
index, which would be helpful for tracking 
some of the features that cut across sections, 
such as the author’s musings on the 
interreligious statements of popes and US 
presidents over this significant decade. 
In this genre, we see the artist in the thick 
of life, where things are not as settled as some 
might expect from theology. Clooney reflects 
on how theology often comes after prayer, and 
how it does not “easily translate into exactly 
right practice” in relation to religious 
neighbors (247). He muses on the possibility of 
“learning from” another religion, without 
converting to it or praying to another deity 
(254). Similarly, he points to the early days of 
the church, “when the mystery of Jesus was 
still stark and raw and the church had not yet 
found its language about its boundaries” (319); 
and to the “unruliness of language” that can 
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be a source of grace in dialogues about God 
(324). The stuff of life calls for patience and 
attention, study and reflection—in a word: 
learning. 
Michelle Voss Roberts 
Emmanuel College of Victoria University in 
the University of Toronto 
 
Infinite Paths to Infinite Reality: Sri Ramakrishna & Cross-Cultural 
Philosophy of Religion. By Ayon Maharaj. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2018. xii + 350 pages. 
 
IN this compelling text, Ayon Maharaj 
critically explores the implications of the life 
and teachings of Sri Ramakrishna (1836-1886) 
on contemporary theories of divine infinitude, 
religious pluralism, mystical experience, and 
theodicy. This monk of the Ramakrishna Order 
and scholar of cross-cultural philosophy 
battles misunderstandings about the Master 
both within and outside the academy. 
Maharaj’s bright philosophical mind and 
methodically researched efforts shed new 
light on what he calls Sri Ramakrishna’s 
Vijñāna Vedānta, a path of “intimate 
knowledge” that both ascends to spiritual 
union with the Impersonal Absolute, yet 
descends in equal measure to knowledge, 
selfless service, and devotion to the Personal 
Śakti, who is present as the dynamic play (līlā) 
of all forms.  
Maharaj primarily uses The Gospel of Sri 
Ramakrishna and the biography Sri Sri 
Lilaprasanga for philosophical and theological 
exegesis, both of which were written by close 
disciples. He places these in critical 
correlation with many relevant western 
philosophers and theologians. Maharaj’s book 
is divided into four parts. Part I, “The 
Infinitude of God,” is chapters 1 and 2 in which 
Maharaj argues for Vijñāna Vedānta as the 
lens through which we should interpret Sri 
Ramakrishna’s teachings, which points to his 
understanding of divine infinitude that is both 
personal and impersonal, immanent and 
transcendent, theistic and non-theistic. He 
then brings his interpretation into dialogue 
with western conceptions of divine infinitude, 
including Nicholas of Cusa and his idea of the 
coincidentia oppositorum, Benedikt Paul 
Göcke and his notion of “paraconsistent 
logic,” and Jean Luc Marion’s thought on 
“conceptual idolatry.” 
Part II, “Religious Pluralism,” which 
includes chapters 3 and 4, builds upon his 
framework of Vijñāna Vedānta to describe the 
Master’s latent theory of religious pluralism. 
Maharaj argues that both theistic and non-
theistic religions can be seen in this theory as 
equally salvific paths. Salvation is “God-
realization,” a term that Maharaj 
provocatively keeps undetermined but also 
limits in ways that require more critical 
investigation. His engagement with John 
Hick’s early and later view of religious 
pluralism rounds out this part of the text. 
Hick’s early view relies upon Sri Aurobindo’s 
“logic of the infinite,” which Maharaj argues is 
akin to Sri Ramakrishna’s (since indeed, Sri 
Aurobindo was influenced by the Master, 
though important differences could be 
brought forward). Maharaj argues that Hick 
mistakenly abandons his Aurobindonian 
theory for a quasi-Kantian one since it fails to 
grant full ontological reality to each world 
religion’s conception of divinity, whether 
theistic or non-theistic.  
99
Staff: Volume 32, Full Contents
Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2019
98 Book Reviews 
Chapters 5 and 6 comprise Part III, 
“Mystical Experience,” which tries to 
penetrate the supra-rational basis of religious 
truth claims about Ultimate Reality. Maharaj 
describes a new paradigm of mystical 
experience based on Vijñāna Vedānta that he 
argues is more inclusive of all religions than 
other paradigms. Sri Ramakrishna’s claims to 
“God-realization” across traditions (in Hindu 
theistic and nontheistic paths, Christianity, 
Islam, and the Brāhmo Samāj) convince him 
that each is a different ontologically real 
manifestation of the Infinite One behind the 
Many. Maharaj calls this a “manifestationist” 
approach that he argues affirms the world’s 
religions better than the “perennialist” and 
“constructivist” approaches, though these too 
have their strengths. He deepens this critical 
reflection by engaging current philosophers 
who either dismiss or accept mystical 
experience as a valid source of truth. 
Supported by the work of Robert Oakes, 
Maharaj claims that self-authenticating 
experiences of God are logically possible in 
light of Sri Ramakrishna and that the Master’s 
teaching can bolster current thinkers like 
Jerome Gellman and William Wainwright who 
defend the ability to cross-check mystical 
experience. 
Maharaj interprets Sri Ramakrishna’s 
teaching stories that have direct relevance to 
theories of mystical experience in a curious 
way. One salient parable tells of a man who 
watches different people who mistake the 
different colors of a chameleon on a tree as its 
only color. The man under the tree, however, 
knows the truth. Maharaj argues that this 
parable teaches that not even the vijñānī “can 
experience the whole of the Infinite God” 
though the man under the tree clearly 
represents someone who can (144). This is 
where a further refinement of the term “God-
Realization” would be welcome since many 
teachers influenced by Sri Ramakrishna or 
that can be arguably compared to the Bengali 
Master define God-realization as beyond 
“experience” and precisely the state of being 
the whole of Infinite God where the dualities 
of personal and impersonal divine aspects find 
perfect balance. These teachers arguably 
include Sri Nisargadatta in I Am That, Meher 
Baba in God Speaks, and Sri Aurobindo in The 
Life Divine, among others. 
Chapters 7 and 8, which make up the last 
part entitled “The Problem of Evil,” utilize Sri 
Ramakrishna’s vijñāna-based teaching to face 
contemporary thinkers who doubt the 
existence of God because of evil and suffering 
in the world. Maharaj grounds his argument in 
what he calls Sri Ramakrishna’s “skeptical 
theism”; the view that human intelligence is 
incapable of following and judging the cause 
and effect of so-called evil in the world. The 
theodicy that Maharaj constructs is one in 
which the divine uses evil, “according to Sri 
Ramakrishna,” ‘in order to create saints’” over 
many lifetimes (244). In fact, in light of 
vijñāna, Maharaj argues, “God Himself sports 
in the form of both evildoers and their victims, 
so the problem of evil—which generally 
presupposes a difference between God and His 
suffering creatures—does not even arise” 
(245). These provocative chapters are 
significant in my view as they provide very 
helpful theoretical foundations not only for 
Sri Ramakrishna but also for the theodicies of 
others, including the Mother and Sri 
Aurobindo and Meher Baba, who mirror Sri 
Ramakrishna in undeniable ways. Maharaj 
continues his investigation of the problem of 
evil comparing Sri Ramakrishna with John 
Hick. Hick provides Maharaj with ways to 
bring out what he considers Sri Ramakrishna’s 
more advantageous teaching on universal 
salvation; that it is the destiny of all souls, no 
matter the external appearances of evil, to 
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reach the goal of God-realization––because of, 
not in spite of such oppositions. 
We should be grateful for Maharaj’s work 
to construct such a stable cross-cultural 
intellectual basis from which to reinterpret Sri 
Ramakrishna’s contemporary relevance. 
Teachers and students of religious studies, 
comparative theology, interreligious dialogue, 
and contemporary analytic philosophy will be 
drawn to this text; and owing to what I 
consider Maharaj’s devotion-as-scholarship, 
they will be enticed to encounter more deeply 
the matchless Sri Ramakrishna. 
Patrick Beldio 
Bard Early College-DC 
 
Christianity in India: Conversion, Community Development, and 
Religious Freedom. Edited by Rebecca Samuel Shah and Joel 
Carpenter. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2018, xix + 311 pages. 
 
REVIEWING edited volumes is always difficult, 
and even more so in the case of this particular 
volume, both because its theme is a somewhat 
general and loosely-imposed one, and because 
the quality of its chapters varies considerably. 
To some extent, the chapters’ varied quality is 
a function of the fact that they emerged from 
a workshop in India that brought seasoned 
India scholars together with other scholars 
who were encountering India academically 
(and maybe even personally) for the very first 
time. Another challenge is the range of 
disciplines represented in the volume. While 
interdisciplinarity is a generally good thing, in 
this case the disciplinary range includes both 
openly partisan Christian theological/ 
missiological essays, on the one hand, and, on 
the other, essays striving for impartiality and 
conforming more closely to secular norms of 
scholarship. There is of course nothing 
inherently wrong with the juxtaposition of 
such disparate disciplines, but the oscillation 
between them can be somewhat disorienting. 
At the very least, this juxtaposition requires 
that I acknowledge the fact I work more 
comfortably in that latter, more secular 
scholarly vein, which may prejudice my 
appreciation of essays in the former. Caveat 
lector.     
While not all of the volume’s chapters 
contribute to it equally, the primary focus of 
the book is on the contributions of Christians 
to Indian society in the context of increasing 
anti-Christian discrimination and violence. A 
further argument—implicit throughout, but 
stated explicitly in the Introduction and then 
more fully in Chapter 11 (by political scientist 
Paul S. Rowe)—is that India stands to lose the 
important contribution of Christians to civil 
society if anti-Christian persecution should 
continue or increase. To that end, the volume 
opens with a strong chapter by Rebecca 
Samuel Shah, who reviews the history of 
Hindu nationalism and provides both an 
overview and critique of its central obsessions 
(e.g., conversion, inducement, the unity of 
Hinduism) with special attention to their 
ramifications for India’s Christians. This 
overview is so strong, in fact, that one wishes 
other authors in the volume hadn’t felt the 
need, as several of them did, to clutter their 
own essays with introductory (and far more 
general/unsatisfying) overviews covering the 
same territory. 
In the second chapter, Sean Doyle 
provides a biographical essay on the famous 
high-caste Hindu convert to Christianity, 
Lakshmibai Tilak (1868-1936). Along with her 
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much better-known husband, Narayan, 
Lakshmibai was a well-respected Marathi 
poet, and one of the contributions of this 
chapter is that it helps bring her, as it were, 
out from Narayan’s shadow. Bernardo 
Michael’s third chapter focuses on C.F. 
Andrews’s “willingness to become undone” in 
his encounter with Indian others. In the fourth 
chapter, Joshua Iyadurai attempts to 
undermine the common Hindu nationalist 
assertion that conversions to Christianity in 
India primarily result from members of lower-
caste and poorer communities being lured to 
Christianity through promises of material 
advance. Disappointingly, however, he does so 
by focusing on the putatively spiritual 
conversions of high-caste Hindus, which does 
nothing to undermine the notion that low-
caste conversions result from the pursuit of 
material interests. Why not discuss “spiritual” 
conversions among low-caste Christians, for 
example, or work in other ways to undermine 
the false and untenable spiritual/material 
dichotomy altogether?  
Following these four chapters of Part 1 are 
two chapters in Part 2 that focus on 
missiological issues in the Indian context, and 
that therefore connect somewhat more 
tangentially than other chapters with the 
theme of the volume. In Chapter 5, Aminta 
Arrington discusses whether Indian praxis 
might help Evangelicals resolve longstanding 
tensions regarding the proper balance of 
evangelism and social service.  One striking 
aspect of the essay is her relatively positive 
portrayal of short-term missions, which 
departs from (and seems oblivious to) the 
widespread critique of such missions that has 
recently emerged both from within 
Christianity and from among its external 
critics. In Chapter 6, Darren Duerksen urges 
India’s Christian Development Organizations 
to work more closely with local churches 
where they provide services in a process of 
“mutually adaptive change” that could benefit 
and develop the capacities of both. 
The five chapters of Part 3 are, in my view, 
the strongest in the volume, and the primary 
basis for the appreciative blurb I supplied for 
its back cover.  In Chapter 7, Samuel 
Thambusamy analyzes the pervasive nostalgia 
for “traditional” Hindu social and religious 
practices in Karan Johar’s famous Bollywood 
films, and shows how this nostalgia perhaps 
unwittingly supports Hindu nationalist 
projects, both in India and abroad. In Chapter 
8, Karuna John interviews Indian Christian and 
human rights leaders, Dr. John Dayal and Rev. 
Vijayesh Lal, who are admirably concise and 
insightful in their piercing critique of the 
marginalization of India’s Christians at the 
hands of Hindu nationalists of both the 
extreme and softer varieties. In the 
subsequent chapter, Vikas Ram and Kay 
Higuera Smith use case studies and draw upon 
trauma studies, memory studies, and post-
holocaust studies to demonstrate the variety 
of individual Christian responses to 
experiences of anti-Christian violence. Among 
other prominent responses they found were 
the creation of new narratives to counter 
those of nationalists, and intensification of 
piety, more frequent expressions of hope for 
an improved future, and the ritualized 
expression of coping mechanisms (e.g., 
regular fasting and prayer services focused on 
securing divine protection and easing anxiety 
about persecution). As indicated above, in the 
final chapter of volume, Paul Rowe, a political 
scientist, makes the case that Indian Christians 
punch far above their weight in terms of 
contributions to Indian civil society, and that 
India therefore has much to lose if it continues 
down the road of anti-Christian 
discrimination, repression, and violence.  
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The most compelling and provocative 
chapter of the volume is, in my view, the 
penultimate (Chapter 10), in which Rebecca 
Samuel Shah and Timothy Samuel Shah 
provide data on the unusually rational and 
financially beneficial lifestyle changes 
adopted by converts to Christianity in a 
Bangalore slum in order to refute the 
nationalist narrative that such converts lack 
the ability to be thoughtful about religious 
affairs and therefore lack religious agency 
until lured to Christianity by duplicitous 
missionaries. Data from their survey of 
hundreds of female slum residents indicates 
that Christians (particularly Protestants, and 
especially converts to Christianity) were far 
less likely than members of other religious 
groups to spend on luxury goods, far more 
likely to spend on functional items (e.g., 
refrigerators, washing machines), far more 
likely to negotiate with their bosses for better 
salaries, and far more likely to talk to 
authorities in their life (e.g., pastors) about 
experiences of domestic violence. Conversion 
therefore contributes to the expression of 
agency among low-caste slum-dwellers. These 
data, the authors argue, provide more 
evidence of the benefits of religious freedom, 
which in their view is under attack not only 
from religious nationalists around the world, 
but also from western secular intellectuals like 
Elizabeth Shakman Hurd, Winnifred Fallers 
Sullivan, Saba Mahmood, and others.   
While uneven, and only loosely organized 
around a theme, then, this volume has much 
to offer. It is accessible and current, and 
contains essays both complex and more 
general/introductory. For this reason, surely 
everyone could find in it at least several 
chapters of interest and value. 
Chad M. Bauman 
Butler University 
 
Heathen, Hindoo, Hindu: American Representations of India, 1721-
1893. By Michael J. Altman. New York: Oxford University Press, 2017, 
vii + 175 pages. 
 
ALTMAN’S book contributes much to our 
understanding of how “Hinduism” came to be 
imagined in America. He dismantles neat 
narratives, replacing them with a 
sophisticated analysis of ever-changing 
fragments that have long intersected in a 
variety of ways. His keen attention to 
historical details presents a complex set of 
developments that disrupt, in particular, 
notions of Hinduism as a stable category 
predicated on conceptions of belief and 
practice. 
The author’s intended goal is to analyze a 
variety of terms used to represent Hindus and 
Hinduism in order to illustrate how these 
categories were constructed and deployed in 
America. The goal is neither to show Hinduism 
to be merely a constructed term nor to argue 
that Hinduism does not really exist. 
Previous studies of Hinduism in America, 
argues Altman, tended to locate a Hinduism 
that neatly aligned with a pre-defined 
“Hinduism” replete with beliefs, practices, and 
sacred texts. Such studies presented a 
Hinduism marked by its movement, as though 
describing a stable object. Not only do these 
representations miss the wildly varied forms 
of Hinduism, they fail to mention the 
representations of Hinduism in American 
discourse about the so-called Hindoos. That is, 
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Altman avers, much can be gained by 
examining ways that Americans described 
“Hinduism” (and related terms). 
The usual narratives of “Hinduism in 
America” note the influence of 
Transcendentalists, Theosophists, 
Vivekananda, the 1965 immigration laws, and 
then culminate in studies showing how 
Hindus became part of pluralistic America 
(i.e., through building temples, etc.) (xvi). 
However, argues Altman, “There are serious 
problems with these accounts of ‘Hinduism in 
America’” (17). 
Rather than continuing along the lines of 
either the constructivist or correspondence 
definitions of Hinduism, each of which have 
problems, Altman shifts the line of inquiry 
away from focusing on establishing origins or 
“accurate” correspondences between (usually 
textual) ideals and practice to illustrate a 
different historical trajectory: “I want to know 
how Hinduism became conceivable in 
America… Instead of finding its origin, I want 
to trace its emergence” (xx). This approach 
aligns with Will Sweetman’s argument that 
“Hinduism” is a tool for analysis, not an object 
with ontological status (xx). Further, Altman 
asks how and where the notion of “Hinduism” 
was even possible. 
Thus, Altman presents his study as a 
genealogy, with a focus on how 
representations of religion in India—mainly 
by white people in the northeastern US—to 
provide one way of understanding what it 
means to be “American.” By studying, for 
example, the representations by (mostly) 
white Protestant Americans of the so-called 
heathens, Hindoos, and Hindus, one learns 
more about Protestant debates about the term 
“religion” itself than religion in India. The 
malleable terms assume diverse shapes in 
connection with particular interests: 
missionaries set on saving the heathens by 
bringing them the gospel; British Orientalists 
locating “true Hinduism” in Sanskrit texts, 
which, of course are juxtaposed to rational 
Enlightenment thought and thereby proved 
inferior; and East India Company members 
profiting from pedaling exotic products from 
the same Hindoos. 
Altman’s work will appeal to a broad range 
of scholars, as his work engages in debates 
about concepts fundamental to the study of 
religion, Orientalism, the Other, American 
history (especially religious history), 
nationalism, education, and much more. He 
deftly illustrates how all of these topics are 
intertwined, and he triangulates each with in-
depth analysis of events and documents in 
America, India, and Europe. While many of the 
topics are familiar to scholars, Altman adds 
significantly to our understanding of them by 
utilizing important (yet seemingly obscure) 
sources (e.g., Hannah Adams’s four editions of 
an encyclopedia, among other works) that add 
a lot of nuance. 
Altman’s analysis of categories, terms, 
classificatory systems and how they develop, 
influence one another, agree, disagree, 
converge and diverge (and so on) is 
impressive. The only quibble this reviewer has 
with his argument is that Altman selectively 
(or unfairly) represents the work of 
Narayanan, Kurien, and Prothero as he lays 
out the goals of his own work. More nuance 
and context for their work would have been 
useful in setting up the original contributions 
Altman provides. However, this minor point 
really does not detract from the overall import 
of Altman’s analysis, which, as noted, is a 
careful, detailed, nuanced, sophisticated 
genealogical study of key terms, people, 
events, and historical developments. 
Along the way, readers will encounter 
stories of mariners whose whimsical 
“collection of curiosities” contributed to an 
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imagined Oriental Other; American geography 
textbooks that added to classificatory systems 
of race and religion, while promoting the 
superiority of American culture; and carefully 
constructed critiques of the typical narratives 
regarding the roles of Transcendentalism, 
Thoreau, Emerson, Theosophy, the 1893 World 
Parliament of Religions, and much more. 
There is much to gain from Altman’s work, and 
one hopes it will gain a wide audience. 
Jeffrey M. Brackett 
Ball State University 
 
Privileged Minorities: Syrian Christianity, Gender, and Minority 
Rights in Postcolonial India. By Sonja Thomas. Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 2018, x + 210 pages. 
 
WHILE there now exist a number of studies of 
Kerala’s Syrian Christians from a variety of 
different perspectives, Thomas’ new 
investigation provides a fresh and provocative 
examination of the community using the 
critical lenses of gender, caste, religion and 
politics. No doubt, some of the staunch 
supporters of one of Christianity’s oldest 
traditions will take affront at many of the 
arguments and claims of the author. However, 
she has not taken her assignment lightly, 
providing a rigorous interrogation of the 
community to which she is personally 
connected. One may argue and disagree with 
some of the contentions of the work, as this 
reviewer does, but one must not dismiss it as 
unreasonable or unscholarly, and therefore 
hopelessly biased. 
Thomas helpfully locates herself as an 
insider outsider, growing up in a diasporic 
Syrian Christian (Syro-Malabar Catholic) 
community in a rural area of the United States 
(19). This personal history provides her with a 
unique scholarly location: as one who speaks 
the language and understands the culture of 
her interlocutors, yet as one who has a 
somewhat different perspective on their 
community than they generally do. It is, I 
would argue, this liminal location that 
provides one of the many fascinating and 
commendable features of the study, which is 
that the author critiques a whole range of 
established scholarship in both South Asian 
and feminist studies, as she crafts and 
develops her own arguments and insights into 
the ways that different segments of the Syro-
Malabar Catholic community in Travancore, 
Kerala, have operated to maintain their 
privilege.   
The Introduction of the volume begins by 
providing a brief demographic and 
sociological description of the Syrian 
Christian community in the context of Kerala 
and of the Indian nation state as a whole. 
Second, it announces the overarching 
analytical themes that run throughout the 
work, namely those of gender, caste, class, 
religion and minority politics. The volume 
brings together these different vectors of 
analysis in its examination of Syrian 
Christians in Kerala (11). Next comes a brief 
discussion of why scholars have treated Kerala 
as an exception in their examinations of 
secularism, and almost completely ignored the 
issue of education—an issue that the work 
takes up later. The Introduction ends with an 
overview of the book’s chapters and its 
research methodology, which employs and 
engages a number of different academic fields 
and disciplines.   
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Chapter One opens with a historical and 
sociological description of Kerala. It lays bare 
the way that high castes dominate, in both the 
imagination and the reality of the populace, 
the functioning of Kerala society. These high 
castes are the Namboodiri Brahmins, the 
Nayars who were traditionally a martial class, 
and the Syrian Christians who claim descent 
from the Namboodiri Brahmins and operate 
sociologically like the Nayars, engaging in 
business.  There really are no middle castes in 
Kerala, to speak of; the high castes are 
separated by a huge social and ritual gulf from 
the low caste Ezhavas and the slave castes. 
This caste hierarchy is termed “insane” (22), 
not the first time in the volume that polemics 
intrude upon and mar an otherwise scholarly 
description or argument. The chapter 
continues by narrating the history and social 
and religious location of the Syrian Christians 
in Kerala society, and ends by describing and 
then interrogating the supposedly exemplary 
model of Kerala social and economic 
development. 
The next chapter deals with Syrian 
Christian women’s clothing over the course of 
the twentieth century and into the present. It 
begins by describing the traditional chatta, 
thuni and kavani, which were made from 
white cloth, and which in the middle of the 
twentieth century were quite rapidly replaced 
by the sari, which in turn was being replaced 
by the North Indian churidar or salwar kamize 
late in the century. There are insightful 
discussions of how different kinds of clothing 
(or, in the case of the breast cloth, lack of 
clothing) both symbolized and 
operationalized brahminical patriarchal 
control of women, linking women through 
their clothing to various castes and classes, 
and to various social and physical locations 
(such as the home).   
The third chapter discusses race in the 
(South) Indian context, where fair skin and 
other physical features denote an “Aryan” 
origin to Brahmins and other high castes such 
as Syrian Christians, while dark skin and 
features such as wooly hair mark others as 
Dravidian and low or subservient castes. The 
chapter provides an interesting intervention 
in South Asian discussions of race, which is 
often deemed either non-existent (with color 
being the discriminating feature in South 
Asian society) or irrelevant. Chapter Four is a 
historical exploration of some of the political 
mobilizations in the second half of the 
twentieth century by Syrian Christians around 
the issues of dowry prohibition and of 
education, over which the Syrian churches 
have considerable control in Kerala. Here 
Thomas explores the complicated matter of 
minority rights in India, which are supposed 
to protect vulnerable populations but have 
also been used by privileged groups for their 
vested interests. The final full chapter delves 
into the topic of marriage, arguing that 
arranged marriage, religion and caste are 
intricately interrelated to control social status 
of various groups, along with individuals’ 
freedoms. The Conclusion discusses future 
avenues for scholarship of the kind that is 
generated in the volume. 
As noted at the beginning of this review, 
the work presents new perspectives on the 
Syrian Christian community in Kerala, 
through the very productive hermeneutical 
lenses of feminist critique, caste analysis, class 
analysis, religion and politics. The chapters 
are rich with insights and suggestions, some of 
which may not be completely convincing to all 
readers, but all of which require serious 
reflection and engagement. One criticism I 
have of the work is that at times it is so 
committed to certain types of perspectives 
that it distorts or dismisses the evidence at 
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hand. For example, the conclusion begins with 
a report of a sermon at a charismatic retreat 
where the priest indirectly encourages women 
to stay in marriages where they are being 
physically abused by their husbands (147). The 
impression left is that such sermons are 
typical in the charismatic movement. 
Unfortunately, this is just not the case. Such 
sermons are preached in churches throughout 
the Christian tradition: Protestant, 
evangelical, Roman Catholic, Orthodox, 
charismatic and non-charismatic. Nor are they 
restricted to ethnic churches such as those 
composed of diasporic Christians; they are 
preached in churches across racial and ethnic 
divides. Speaking more generally, in a justified 
desire to condemn various abuses of power 
and authority, the work at times engages in 
questionable handling of evidence, and also 
unquestioningly adopts ethical stances that 
come out of white, Protestant North American 
society (such as describing caste hierarchy as 
“insane”). That being said, Privileged 
Minorities throws new light on significant 
features of the Syrian Christian community, 
and hopefully will generate productive 
conversations and debates in the years to 
come. 
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